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ABSTRACTING BRANDS:  




This study examines visual literacy and its key components - visual language, visual perception, 
visual thinking, visual learning and visual communication within the context of consumer 
culture. While visual literacy is the primary lens used in this research, and forms its conceptual 
foundation, a number of other disciplines, i.e. consumer research, design theory, and art and 
aesthetics have been assembled to further inform the theoretical framework. Key questions 
centre on how brands facilitate visual literacy and how consumers deploy it using brands? Orla 
Kiely is the brand used to frame this study and in the consideration of its cultural branding 
strategy semi-structured interviews and observation were employed to collect data. To 
investigate consumers’ visual literacy existential phenomenological interviews form the 
primary method of data collection. The study demonstrates how Orla Kiely engages the 
consumer through its performance of a brand myth and story that is primarily visual in nature. 
The work details how an artful brand strategy can help to build brand culture and can facilitate 
the development of visual literacy. The research then identifies how consumers engage with 
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Learning to Look 
As a practicing visual artist of fifteen years I appreciate the power of visual communication. 
Its place in my life is axiomatic. When I was five, my parents framed my first drawing. It was 
a pencil sketch of a scene from one of my favourite cartoons. My mother has often informed 
me that I was a ‘hands on child’, always ‘noodling’ and making things. I used to draw to pass 
the time and was apparently extremely content in doing so. My main objective was to play. 
Then it was to incite a reaction from my parents for having created something so wonderful. 
My art created a dialogue between us. In September 1998, at eighteen, art took on a new 
meaning in my life. It became my potential career choice, so it was taken more seriously. Art 
College taught me how to look, how to create with intent, and how to communicate concepts 
through visual form. On leaving, I had acquired and developed a high level of visual literacy. 
In our first year as art students we were exposed to many artistic methods of image construction, 
i.e. 2D and 3D works including: drawing, painting, printing, sculpting, sketching, collage, 
graphic design and fashion design. The ultimate purpose of this foundation year was to do just 
that, set a foundation for visual learning. It was also used to help us identify our personal 
preference for creative methods and materials. During this development process we were 
encouraged to familiarise ourselves with a wide repertoire of materials (paint, paper, clay, ink, 
charcoal and pencil) and were given various projects that required us to use these materials to 
construct images. At the end of this year we chose an area of specialisation for the remainder 
of our four year training, i.e. to specialise in one of the fine arts (print, sculpture or painting) or 
in one area of design (graphic design or fashion). 
The foundation year had one class that stands out as pertinent to my visual education. That was 
our weekly life-drawing session where we were taught how to really look. This involved sitting 
quietly with my class, in a circle for a number of hours, with a large sheet of paper on an easel. 
Equipped with pencils of various grades (from 9h to 9b), charcoal (black on white paper or 
white on black paper) and rubbers, we studied and sketched various naked forms (male, female 
and pregnant females). During these classes, Berger’s (1972) expression ‘we only see what we 
look at,’ was embedded in our minds. In these classes we were taught how to draw the human 
body by using a common process of over and back looking, i.e. look at the model, then at the 
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page and then at the model again, make a mark on the page, check the mark by looking at the 
model again, change it if necessary and continue looking. This process of looking, doing, 
looking, assessing and correcting was continual until the work was finished. This meant that 
the image was created in layers as we persistently made marks on the paper. There was a 
definite structure to this process. To begin we were told to break the body up into identifiable 
shapes, e.g. the head was a circle, as were the torso and shoulder, knee and elbow joints; 
cylinder shapes were then used for the limbs. This light sketch created a foundation for the 
image. It ensured body proportions were accurate before any attention was given to more 
detailed areas, such as the hands and face. Once satisfied with the overall form, darker pencil 
grades were used to create definite lines that were representative of our increased creative 
confidence. Cross-hatching was also used as a technique to create depth; quickly sketched dark 
lines indicated contours of the body, muscle fibres or areas of the body that were in shade or in 
light. Life drawing taught us that ‘mistakes’ were for the greater good and that inaccuracies 
were just preliminary marks necessary in the process of image construction. It further taught 
us the importance of really looking so that the image could be refined and improved. 
In second year, having chosen painting as my area of specialisation I learned more about the 
basic visual elements (the dot, line, shape, colour, form, texture and space) and the principles 
of design (balance, emphasis, movement, repetition, rhythm, variety, harmony, and unity). As 
a class we were shown how these visual elements could be used in the composition of images 
to create different visual effects. The visual element of colour was identified as important to 
our painterly practice, and as such, it was an essential aspect of our visual training. However, 
we did not read books about colour theory. We practiced it. We were guided in some of the 
basic rules of colour and in how to use the colour wheel, e.g. hue is the name of the colour, and 
the colour wheel is a useful tool for picking what colours would ‘go’ together. We were further 
encouraged to mix paint to see what colours emerged. We were taught that by adding white we 
could make tints, by adding grey we could make tones and by adding black we could make 
shades. With an endless supply of paint at our disposal these became fun experiments. We 
played like children and made a big mess. During this practice we were urged to apply paint 
using different tools. For example, paintbrushes, palette knives, sponges and any other 
implement we could find. Knowing how to mix paint to create different colours became an 
indispensable skill. As did learning about colour combinations, i.e. what colours advance to the 
eye, what colours recede away and what colour combinations were pleasing to the eye.  
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Art College employed a ‘learning though doing’ approach to visual learning. While guided by 
our tutors, we were essentially left to our own devices to work on the painting’s construction 
through self-initiated trial and error. Feedback was given every two weeks during ‘crits’ or 
critical conversations, where the work was critiqued and interpreted by peers and tutors. Each 
student was asked to justify and explain each step of the image construction process up until 
that point. This included a rationalisation for its composition, mediums or materials used and 
techniques employed. Comments were then given to affirm the success or failure of the work 
from the viewers’ perspective. While at times it was uncomfortable to display the ‘work-in-
progress’ in this way, this method of deconstructing the image improved our critical thinking 
skills and our skills of visual interpretation. In the first year of these crits, the tutors would often 
receive the ‘just because,’ answer to the ‘why did you do that?’ question. After four years of 
study, a much more informed rationalisation was given due to our visual literacy being 
developed. When it came to 4th year, where we had to discuss our final work with the public 
that came to view our end-of-year exhibition, we had the ability to explain the conceptualisation 
of the work and further explain how it was actualised in the painting.  
 
 
Figure I Elements of Being, Spectrum, (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
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Figure I above shows one painting, entitled Elements of Being, from my end of year show. The 
abstract painting style that was established quite early on in my work can be seen here. Abstract 
expressionism as a painting style rejects conventional processes and embraces a more 
emotional, free painting style, exploiting the physical characters of paint to evoke expressive 
qualities. To the inexperienced eye, this style may seem disorganised and somewhat chaotic; 
nonetheless, every element, mark and brush stroke is carefully considered. Its seeming disorder 
is actually quite ordered. The full body of work that accompanied this piece comprised of five 
large steel paintings entitled Elements of Life. Each one had a theme relating to the work’s 
overarching concept, which was life - how it comes to being (Elements of Being), how having 
purpose gives meaning to it (Elements of Purpose), how chance happenings can change it 
(Elements of Chance), how the hand of man effects it (Elements of Man), and how ultimately 
time takes its toll on it (Elements of Time). Elements of Being, like the other paintings in this 
series, was constructed in a number of stages of pouring paint, decanting varnish and the careful 
application of other materials such as paint stripper and natural acids.  
 
 
Figure II Elements of Being blank steel canvas (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
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Figure II shows a sheet of steel that was used as the canvas for this painting and signifies the 
starting point for this painting process. As can be seen here, the steel canvas was not clean or 
polished but was spattered with natural and manmade marks. It had been like this when 
resourced from a local scrap yard. While most of the footprints were wiped away, the rusty 
marks seen around the edges were kept as I felt they embodied the nature of the metal that had 
decayed over time and, therefore, were relevant to the life theme of the work. To begin 
constructing the painting, colour washes were mixed together by thinning oil paint with white 
spirits. Washes, by their very fluid nature, fail to offer the coverage of thick paint, however, 
that is the point of using them. In this initial stage they were useful for creating shapes within 
the composition. Using washes in this way is comparable to how a light pencil is used to sketch 
a preliminary shape in a life drawing class. It becomes part of a preparatory process. Similar to 
life drawing, when creating a painting, the process of looking mentioned above is employed, 
i.e. look, assess, look, change, look and confirm the marks made. Figure III below is a close-
up of the painting that illustrates how some of these washes were used. Also seen here is its 




Figure III Elements of Being, close up image (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
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Once a number of different coloured washes had been poured and had subsequently dried, thick 
white gloss paint was then poured and guided, by me, across the middle of the canvas until the 
desired 2-dimensional shape had formed. This created an identifiable path across the canvas 
seen in the centre of Figure I. Curved lines were employed here to create a stark contrast to the 
rigid lines of the canvas itself. Reflecting the theme of life, the lines here were used to represent 
the soft curves found in and on the human body (e.g. the shape is suggestive of a heart, the life 
giving organ that pumps blood around the body, while at the same time evocative of the womb, 
representing the life giving body). Although these lines were used to inform the viewer about 
the work, they also help lead the viewer’s eye around the composition from left to right and 
top to bottom. This created visual balance by having reasonably equal visual weight from one 
side to the other. Figure IV below shows a modified image of the original painting. This is done 
here so as to highlight the central shape in the painting and its relationship to the background 
as it sits in the foreground. The white shape, seen here, is considered to be the central focus or 
positive space (areas of interest) in the composition. The surrounding darker area is the 
secondary focus and referred to as negative space (space around an image). This negative 
‘space is not nothing’, it helps to situate the shape within the image (Schroeder 2007, p.44).  
 
 
Figure IV Elements of Being, reduced to black and white (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
Suggestive of this concept, the typographer Masimo Vignelli (2007, 4:13) states: 
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People think typography is black and white. Typography is really white. It’s not even black, 
it is the space between the blacks that really makes it.  
Vignelli here is highlighting that both positive and negative space should be considered 
important for a composition to make sense, as they both work together to create an image. In 
Elements of Being negative space was a valuable asset and important to consider when creating 
the main shape. When doing this, paint was first poured to form the positive space and varnish 
was then immediately poured onto the negative space to help contain the main shape. This 
stopped it from spreading out further towards the edges of the canvas. The varnish pushed 
against the white paint, as if they were actually fighting for space. While from a distance 
positive space seems like an obvious area of visual interest that is not to say that the negative 
space is uninteresting. On the contrary, on closer inspection, the viewer can see that within the 
negative space there are intricate details to be seen: marks, brush strokes and decaying steel 
under the protection of the clear varnish. As shown here in Figure V, the natural lines, curves 
and decay of the steel further enforce the message being communicated in this piece - that is 
that over time everything is subject to decay. However, this does not mean there is no beauty 
there to be seen. 
 
 




Within the painting, colour was an important visual element and used in the overall scheme of 
the work to signify the calm (white), intense (red, yellows, oranges) and subdued (blue, purple 
grey) moments in life. One of the mysterious qualities of colour is its effect on perception 
(some colours advance and others recede). However, what is important to remember is that 
colour can be perceived differently in different contexts. For example, as seen in the full image 
above in Figure I, in the context of the whole image, the whites, oranges and reds advance 
forward from the darker blues, purples, blacks and greys that recede into the background. 
However, within the predominantly white positive space there is a profusion of colour with 
various colour tones, tints and shades that are at play with each other. Thus, depending on 
which area the viewer is looking at, different visual relationships are happening. For example, 
it can be observed that saturated colours advance forward, paler colours with more tonality 
recede, warm colours advance against cool colours and warm colours next to an even warmer 
colour recede. Furthermore, those colours with crisp edges appear closer than those with 
blurred edges, and areas of intricate detail seem closer than those with less.  
In order to create these varying areas of colour, various concentrations of oil paint were poured 
onto, and thrown into, certain areas of the white gloss paint. This caused both to mix together 
and created rivers of colour throughout. Figure VI shows a close up from Elements of Being 
and demonstrates how these colour-rivers suggest movement. As seen here, if the lines are 
traced from the upper left part of this image down toward the bottom right corner, they lead the 
viewer’s eye along their path. When mixing colour washes for this stage of the process, oil 
paint was squeezed from the paint tube into a jar of white spirits. More liquid was added to 
dilute the colour; less liquid was added to keep its intensity. Occasionally lumps of paint were 
intentionally left unmixed in the jar so that they would just fall out in lumps onto the canvas 
when it was emptied. The leftover tinted white spirits was then poured out on top of these 
lumps. As these washes streamed away from the areas of intense colour, they would drag some 
of the pure colour with them, creating streams of a more diluted coloured oil paint. In the upper 
left side of Figure VI an example of this can be seen. Here a strip of concentrated mustard 
colour loses its intensity as it travels down the ‘river’ that flows to the bottom right of the 
picture. In the same image, toward the bottom right corner, darker colours can be seen mixing 
with the yellow paint creating darker shades (hue and black) and tones (hue and grey) at the 




Figure VI Elements of Being, close up image (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
 
Moving on from colour, texture is another basic visual element that features in this work, 
created here by using various ‘reactive’ materials (e.g. water on oil paint, lemon juice, varnish, 
household chemicals). Figure VII is a close up photograph of some of the surface textures 
(tangible textures that are raised up from the surface) that were created in Elements of Being so 
as to add a tactile quality to the work. They were used here to engage the viewer’s sense of 
touch. Dropping different substances (primarily thick dollops of paint) onto certain parts of the 
painting created these manmade textures. Additionally though, as seen toward the top of Figure 
VII, the very force of nature discussed in the work created other surface textures. When the 
painting was finished (as I believed it was) and was hung on the wall, gravitational force took 
hold of some areas of paint (that were thick and not completely dry). This created a dragging 
ripple effect in different areas of the painting. While these ripples were ‘a happy accident,’ 
nevertheless, they were welcomed as they are reminiscent of skin and further demonstrate the 
effects of time in our life. That is that gravity changes skin’s firmness causing it to sag and 




Figure VII Elements of Being, close up image (Source: McMeel, 2007) 
 
While at first glance, this painting may appear to be a random amalgamation of paint and 
varnish; in actuality it is the careful deployment of visual knowledge and the implementation 
and deployment of visual literacy. It is the result of many years of practice. Furthermore, while 
my methods of creative expression may differ from others artists who utlise a more realistic 
form of representation, or symbolic form, nevertheless, the way visual elements and design 
principles are used here derives from the same system of visual knowledge and is, therefore, 
equally informed. This system of knowledge is visual language; used for the purpose of visual 
communication. For me personally the intended message is articulated through abstract 
elements. This is a choice I consciously make. When I became a marketing student many years 
after finishing my art training, it became evident that images were and are fundamental to 
consumer life. However, what was interesting to me was how consumers simulate art practices 
without any formal training; that they communicate important messages through brand 
consumption and other visual means. It was evident to me that consumers try to evoke 
emotional responses from others through their use of visual language in various ways. As such 
they are deploying their visual knowledge. They are deploying visual literacy. While this visual 
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literacy for those who are unschooled may be unrefined, it still exists and is worth further 
exploration. Berger (1972, p.3) states that ‘a painters way of seeing is reconstituted by the 
marks he makes on the canvas.’ The purpose of this research is to explore the way consumers 
see, think and communicate by examining the way they reorganise the visual marks they make 
in their everyday lives. Consumer society is seen as a pertinent context for viewing the visual 
aspects of consumer life. Bayles and Orland (1993, p.3) affirm that ‘art is made by ordinary 
people.’ That idea is now further explored. 
 




























































Art is made by ordinary people. 











CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Research Interest 
The primary interest of this research is visual literacy and how it is deployed in everyday life. 
Visual literacy as a term is often used to describe how individuals read and write in image form, 
indicating their ability to construct visual statements (for the purpose of visual communication, 
expression or aesthetic enjoyment), as well as their capability to interpret visual messages with 
an informed rather than reactive response (Avgerinou 1997). To develop visual literacy an 
individual must have an interest in actively engaging with the visual world (with a certain 
openness to thinking about looking). In order to refine it, visual learning that is guided is 
essential (Avgerinou 2009). Typically, when considering such formalised learning specialised 
institutions such as art schools and design colleges come to mind. However, if discussions of 
visual literacy are marginalised to consideration of these professional institutions, it cannot be 
appreciated for how it can also be developed and refined in everyday life. Bearing this in mind, 
this study looks beyond formalised education and explores visual literacy in the everyday lives 
of ‘ordinary’ (not formally trained) individuals. It further explores how consumer culture 
facilitates and therefore, guides such visual learning. The following simple metaphor given by 
Thomasheen Sean Rua, a character from John B. Keane’s 1959 play Sive (set in 1940s Ireland), 
captures how visual literacy can be developed by those who engage with the visual world in 
everyday life (Act 2, Scene 2, p.39). 
Will you not be mocking! The letter is only like the print of a bird’s claw in the snow to 
me.                                   
Thomasheen Sean Rua, an uneducated matchmaker, is unable to read this letter given to him 
by the character Liam for Sive. Here he describes its relevance to an illiterate man like himself, 
comparing it to the print of a bird’s claw in the snow.  The bird’s claw is not merely symbolic 
but a very real representation of his experience, the experience his societal positioning has 
allowed. Uneducated but observant, he is a visual man with the ability to describe elements 
from experiences, from the context of his own life, poetically and visually. His literacy, 
although simple, is visual - developed through his astute engagement with his environment. 
Being unschooled, his ability to read and write has been stunted, yet life has educated him in 
other ways. His verbal communication skills suffer but are simultaneously enhanced and 
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redeployed due to the whimsical nature of his visual perceptions. By actively engaging with 
his surroundings, Thomasheen Sean Rua has learned to visualise, make visual associations and 
construct meaning. Such aptitudes are indicative of a visually literate individual. Although 
written in the late 1950s, this anecdote from Sive recognises the relevance of our visual 
experiences, revealing how experience prompts learning and how individuals (even those 
without formal schooling) can develop visual literacy. The foundation of this research rests on 
such a premise: visual literacy can be developed in the everyday, as individuals actively engage 
with their environment. As Thomasheen Sean Rua demonstrates, visual skills are often 
developed when individuals go beyond simply seeing things in their path to really looking at 
them, making cognitive connections from the eye to the brain (Kennedy 2013). Scott (1994, 
p.260) contends that seeing is an ‘active behaviour,’ one that is ‘purposive and directed.’ In 
this way the individual is employing visual thinking for visual learning. In this view, simply 
observing the visual world without engagement is not always enough for visual literacy to 
ensue; that is glancing and looking at stimuli without actually thinking about what is being 
looked at (Schroeder 2002). Hence, the distinction presented and reiterated throughout this 
research is that active engagement is usually necessary for visual literacy to develop (Bengtsson 
and Firat 2006). In framing and situating this study within the field of consumer research, it is 
suggested that consumer society stimulates such active participation by providing consumers 
with a ‘bain d’image’, an image bath of infinite visual resources that are useful for developing 
and deploying visual literacy (Avgerinou 2009). The next section explores the central role 
images play in consumer culture. 
1.2 Bain d’Images 
In a dramatic declaration, Hempel (2014) claims that words are dead and images are alive. 
Though greatly exaggerated, this statement draws attention to the fact that images are becoming 
ever more important in contemporary society. In fact, Kennedy (2013) asserts that images have 
become so central to our lives that we are now in the middle of another communication 
revolution. Recalling the three epic revolutions in communication prior to the one currently 
being experienced, Kennedy maintains that the first transpired in the 4th millennium BCE with 
the use of Cuneiform script: one of the first writing systems that transformed how individuals 
were able to communicate through the written word. Then, he states, in 1450 with the invention 
of the mechanical printing press came the Guttenberg revolution (as it is commonly referred 
to), bringing with it a massive shift in literacy. During this revolution literature was made 
available to individuals across countries, and therefore, it democratised reading and writing. 
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Kennedy (2013) affirms then that the Information Age that followed allowed for another shift 
in communication. This communication revolution, coupled with the Digital Age or New 
Media Age. It was marked by the launch of the World Wide Web in December 1991, which 
enabled mass global communication to change the way images were then used to communicate. 
Today Kennedy (2013) asserts that because of the central role of images in contemporary 
society another mammoth shift is occurring. We are now, he asserts, in the middle of a visual 
communication revolution.  
Although at one time visual specialists or visual practitioners were seen to lead in the 
construction of sophisticated images, now the activity is accessible to everyone and many 
individuals are participating in similar visual practices. In contemporary society it is getting 
easier and easier for individuals to create instant images that have the stylistic finish expected 
from a professional. As Schroeder (2015) affirms, today everyone is a visual communicator, 
often constructing images to feature in Blogs and video sites, such as You Tube or Vine, or on 
social media sites such as Instagram, Pinterest, Twitter, Facebook, and so on. Hempel (2014) 
asserts that photography is a good example of how individuals create images. She affirms that 
photographs are now being used as a sort of visual shorthand to replace written language for 
the purpose of quick, fleeting and ever changing communication. Schroeder (2015) notes that 
when photography was first made available, technical expertise was needed to be an excellent 
photographer. However, in 1888 Kodak produced the first amateur camera with the slogan ‘you 
press the button, we do the rest.’ Since then, photography has become much more available to 
everyone. Brands such as Apple, Sony and Samsung participated in the development of mobile 
devices e.g. iPhone, iPad and various other tablets, helping democratise digital photography so 
that now anyone can participate in this kind of visual messaging. Schroeder (2015) argues that 
such advances in technology have allowed consumers to simply point and click. Figure 1.1 
below shows two images that depict the Vatican from roughly the same viewpoint. The picture 
on the left, taken in 2005, shows a crowd attending Pope John Paul II’s funeral. The picture on 
the right, taken in 2013, depicts Pope Francis being instated into the papal role. Hempel (2014) 
asserts that the picture taken in 2013 confirms the central role of technology in today’s society, 
as well as showing just how accessible photography has become to everyone. Without 
photography, an event such as that shown below would be bound to the viewer’s memory. 
However, with technological advances in digital photography e.g. iPads, iPhones and Androids, 
for example, individuals can record and capture what they see so that it may be subsequently 
shown to friends and family after the event takes place (Schroeder 1998). The camera in this 
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instance allows the image or experience to travel to other spectators without them having to 
travel directly to the image (Berger 1972).  
 
 
         
Figure 1.1 The Vatican in 2005 and also in 2013 (Source: Hempel, 2014) 
 
Schroeder (1998) maintains that photography is both a consumer activity and a consumer 
artefact. In other words, photography is multi-functional and becomes part of the experience 
and important for representing the experience after the fact. In Berger’s (1972) view, the 
camera has changed the world and how we see it. According to Cadava (1999, p.135) the world 
has taken on a ‘photographic face’. In response Schroeder (1998, p.27) maintains that identity 
would now be unimaginable without it. He later argues that this is particularly discernible today 
on social media sites (Schroeder 2008) with, for example, contrived selfies (photographs of 
oneself taken with a mobile device) that are incessantly shared online. Meeker (2014) 
underlines that 1.8 billion photographs are being uploaded and shared online every day, i.e. on 
social media sites such as Instagram, Pinterest and Facebook; the majority of these images are 
taken by ordinary individuals without any photographic training or expertise. Instead of using 
photography to record significant events in life, individuals are now taking pictures to record 
every second of it (Belk 1990). As a result, individuals are now seeing things they had not seen 
previously because other people are taking pictures of everything (Schroeder 2015) from food 
on a plate to a manicure in process. According to Melcher (2015) this just demonstrates how 
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photography has gone beyond documentation to a form of communication in real time. So 
much so that Lasch (cited in Garoian and Gaudelius 2004, p.298) argues that society is 
governed by the production and consumption of images and no part of life is immune from 
them.  
Many studies are being conducted to explore the consumption of images. For example, Figure 
1.2 shows a graphic chart from a study of Internet trends in 2014. As seen here it exposes just 
how long individuals spend looking at images on various technological devices, such as smart 
phones, laptops, tablets and TV in different countries. As seen here, some individuals spend 
more than 8 hours a day on various devices. The smart phone appears to be the device most 
viewed, possibly due to its portability, making regular access easier. From this study the 
dynamism of images and their role in contemporary culture can be clearly appreciated. 
          
Figure 1.2 Internet Trend 2014 (Source: Meeker, 2014, p.96) 
 
In a similar study undertaken by the Kaiser Family Study, it was confirmed that between 2009 
and 2013 young people had increased their consumption of images on a daily basis by 1 hour 
and 17 minutes. The Kaiser study again reiterates the prominence of images in contemporary 
life. Even so, Schroeder (2002) argues that most individuals are largely unaware of the power 
of images and how they function to provide most of the information known about the world. 
Kennedy (2013) claims this is roughly 90% for individuals with sight. Furthermore, Avgerinou 
(2009, p.28) reminds us that for most individuals, ‘being bombarded by images does not 
8 
 
necessarily lead to conscious recognition of this phenomenon’. As such, for many it seems 
images are simply taken for granted. Kennedy (2013) agrees but seems bewildered as to why. 
Images, he argues, have a prominent place in contemporary society and therefore 
understanding them is imperative for functioning within it. Highlighting a shortcoming in 
current educational systems, he argues that although young people today have multiple 
literacies, only verbal and digital literacies are being developed and tested as part of the core 
curriculum in schools. Visual literacy is not. In the current scheme, images are mostly 
superfluous and this, he considers to be quite problematic. In order to explore this claim further 
and so as not to generalise too widely, the Irish curriculum is briefly examined to identify 
whether it is also deficient in visual literacy studies, taking pre-school, primary school and 
secondary school into account. 
1.3 Learning about Images  
Scott (1994, p.260) highlights that ‘social environments teach us what to look at and how to 
look.’ In Ireland, pre-school is probably the most image reliant learning phase in the present-
day Irish educational system. In this stage, images are used to enable learning and during it 
children are taught about colours, shapes, objects, numbers and letters through images. Pre-
school children are encouraged to construct images using a variety of materials such as pencils, 
crayons and paint. Here children are encouraged to look and learn and are regularly tested by 
teachers and parents for their knowledge of images. Although this method of learning seems 
like a positive beginning for the development of their visual literacy, Berger (1972) claims that 
children are effectively educated out of reading images. Images he points out are gradually 
replaced by words. It seems that once children learn how to read, write and speak using words, 
images are no longer regarded as the fundamental learning tool they were in those earlier years. 
Remarkably, the use of images as a learning tool does not even feature on some educational 
websites. Earlychildhoodireland.com, for example, features a webpage with the heading, 
‘literacy and numeracy in everyday life,’ with absolutely no mention of the role images play in 
that life. The opening paragraph underneath states, ‘language, literacy and numeracy are all 
part of communication’; there is an obvious exclusion of images here. Moreover, while this 
article rightly highlights that it is within the first four years of a child’s life that the ‘biggest 
lessons in communication’ are learnt, there is no mention of visual learning. Furthermore, this 
online feature claims that ‘it is never too early to begin helping your child to develop skills in 
literacy and numeracy.’ Again there is a something absent here: images. This article 
demonstrates how the status of the image changes - from what was a core aspect of education 
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in pre-school to one that is not even mentioned on websites that are a guide for parents for early 
education in the primary school years. As students move from pre-school to primary school, 
instead of learning mostly with images, students move to the more verbal approach. From this 
point on, images are only discussed comprehensively in dedicated subjects. This implies that 
images have no bearing in the ‘real world’ or for anyone other than those with an interest in 
the visual arts. A knock-on effect here is that the number of students exposed to the construction 
and interpretation of images is reduced.  
In Irish secondary schools, Maths, English and Gaeilge remain part of the core curriculum. 
Other subjects are added on depending on each school’s offering. The study of images is made 
available through five specialised subjects: The Visual Arts, Craft Design, Web Design, Design 
and Communication Graphics. While having these subjects available is no doubt a positive 
resource for students interested in creating images, as is often the case, subjects such as Art are 
often seen as the ‘add-on’ period in a school’s curriculum. These classes can be perceived as a 
place many students can go to ‘take it easy’ or have a bit of fun. As such, these ‘arty’ subjects 
are often viewed as an easy option for ‘students who are weak in other areas such as language 
or mathematics ... to achieve points’ (careersportal.ie 2014). Furthermore, some parents do not 
regard these subjects as valuable to their child’s education and view them as an inappropriate 
way for them to spend their time. Consequently, these subjects are repeatedly taken off the 
curriculum due to the lack of interested students signing up for them. Hence, students with a 
keen visual interest are often left with no other option but to study their second subject choices 
(or in my experience, forced to study art outside of school, making it the eighth subject I took 
for the Leaving Certificate). Brene Brown (2012) is a researcher in the area of vulnerability. In 
her research she describes how many of the individuals she interviewed spoke about their ‘art 
scars.’ These scars related to the criticism they received about particular images they made in 
school by their teachers or other adults. This she claims steered them away from subjects like 
art because they felt they were not competent. From her data, Brown confirms that there is a 
clear drop in creativity after 4th grade (9-10 years old) due to the fact that many teachers do not 
encourage it from this point on. Ironically, she notes that TIME magazine had recently 
presented a cover that claimed there is an ‘innovation crisis in the US,’ something Brown links 
to individuals’ inability to share their creative ideas. According to Sir Ken Robinson (2006), 
schools are killing creativity. They do so, he argues, because they are not facilitating or 
encouraging visual studies the way they should. Discussing the problems in the current 
educational system, Robinson (2010) argues that schools are still trying to meet the future by 
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doing things the way they were done in the past. Problematic, he asserts, when it is considered 
that that system of learning was devised and organised for a different age, one without an 
appreciation for multiple intelligences (Gardner 1993). Robinson (2010) claims that even 
though we are living in an intensively stimulating time, schools are still most interested in 
standardised learning. He claims that as a result creative subjects are not revered and are being 
slowly pushed out in some schools. Thus, the passion and talents of some young people are not 
being nurtured (Robinson and Aronica 2015).  
 
 
Figure 1.3 Jack B. Yeats, Grief 1951 (Source: The National Gallery, 2014) 
 
Jay (cited in Schroeder 2002, p.11) highlights that for a long time Western civilisation has 
‘privileged the written and spoken word over images.’ For example, Ireland, as a literary nation, 
has a culture deeply rooted in words and a devotion to verbal literacy. Thus, Irish students are 
more likely to be encouraged to read and understand the writings of William B. Yeats, rather 
than view and understand the paintings of Jack B. Yeats (seen in Figure 1.3). However, 
Kennedy (2013) claims that there was a time in history when paintings (like Grief by Jack B. 
Yeats, seen in Figure 1.3) could be easily understood. For example, in that time, viewers would 
perhaps identify the emotion Yeats explores and would have possibly known that the blue and 
11 
 
indigo colours represent sadness and that the yellow and oranges in the painting signify more 
intense emotions e.g. passion and anger amidst fighting. They would understand that the 
expressive, fast and thick brush strokes embody the chaos of the battle at hand (as seen on the 
bottom left of the painting, moving toward the middle; the thick strokes form a row of soldiers 
armed with rifles and bayonets). They would appreciate that the woman dressed in blue 
comforting a blond baby (just right of centre in the foreground) was painted in contrast with 
lighter strokes to accentuate her vulnerability (National Gallery of Ireland 2015). Moreover, 
the more knowledgeable viewers may have recognised that this painting resembles a previous 
sketch by the artist entitled, ‘let there be no more war,’- one thematically linked to Picasso’s 
anti-war painting Guernica (National Gallery of Ireland 2015). Today, many students would 
fail to understand the meaning portrayed here. They are not often exposed to such images, or 
challenged to interpret them. Yet students are taught how to systematically understand and 
deconstruct a poem like W.B. Yeats, Easter 1916. In light of this, students’ visual 
understanding remains quite basic and their visual literacy quite scant.  
As schools’ agendas give precedence to verbal language they seem to have established an 
observable apathy toward understanding images and have marginalised studies of a visual 
nature. In the current view, Schroeder (2002, p. 11) argues, images are ephemeral and inferior 
to ‘the word’. When is considered that 30% of the brain cortex is given over to the visual and 
that individuals have the ability to read non-text images 60,000 times faster than text (Kennedy 
2010), it is clear that students’ ability for visual information processing is not being truly valued. 
In third level education there is further evidence of an absence of visual discourse and here, too 
often, images are merely appreciated for their ability to ‘pretty things up’. In colleges and 
universities many tutors are still using basic PowerPoint templates to give lectures with slides 
filled with small font and too many words. A younger generation that are used to being 
stimulated visually then, may not be enthused by typical lecture formats. While there is no 
doubt that developing a high level of verbal literacy is absolutely essential for third level 
students to articulate their critical stance in the writing of reports, projects and theses. 
Nevertheless, what is being stated here is that students would also benefit from having a more 
sophisticated understanding of how images can be used to further communicate important 
concepts in a supplementary and complimentary manner. Ideally students should understand 
how images can be used for visual effect and as a tool to evoke emotional responses from their 
audience, e.g. in class presentations etc. The point being made here is that while verbal literacy 
is clearly paramount in a student’s academic pursuit, visual literacy is also necessary for 
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effective communication within certain circumstances. As such both literacies should be 
developed in higher education. Students should be offered further guidance in using visual 
language more efficiently. They should be encouraged to engage in visual thinking to further 
develop their critical thinking skills.  
This research recognises that the current structure, one that values verbal literacy over visual 
literacy is flawed. Further, if Kennedy’s (2013) visual communication revolution transpires 
then visual literacy is certainly an important area of study needed in the core curriculum of all 
systems of education. As Moriarty and Barbatsis (2005) identify, there are many disciplines 
that connect through a common interest in the visual. As seen in their rhizomatic map of visual 
communication in Figure 1.4, there is an inter-connectedness between the more traditional 
disciplines such as sociology, art, philosophy and communications that are linked by fields that 
are contributing to the development of the field that include visual literacy, visual culture and 
aesthetics. There is an interdisciplinary nature here that is recognised and appreciated in this 
research. Figure 1.4 represents business studies in the bottom right corner of this map. As seen 
here business is connected to visual literacy through various ‘lines of flight’ and common 
interests, e.g. visual semiotics, visual rhetoric, culture studies, photography, mass media, art 
and aesthetics, advertising, film and graphic design. This study is situated within a business 
context, within the field of consumer research. As such it recognises the interdisciplinary links 
being made here. It further appreciates how business studies and marketing would benefit from 
considering visual literacy as a lens for research. At present there is a dearth of literature within 
consumer research that sustains conversations concerning visual literacy. If it is discussed, 
visual literacy is mentioned quite flippantly and researchers often just engage with it 
superficially. Furthermore, it is often only implied as researchers use terms such as of 
advertising literacy (Scott 1994; Ritson and Elliott 1995; O’Donohoe and Tynan 1998) and 
brand literacy (Bengtsson and Firat 2006; Schroeder 2014) to discuss consumers’ ability to 
interpret visual messages. The interpretation being mentioned here is often based on 
consumers’ ability to interpret symbolic meaning. Thus, existing literature does not provide 
any comprehensive research on visual literacy, in the sense of understanding visual elements 
such as colour, design, form etc. In stating that though, consumer research does embrace the 
study of images and it must be recognised for these contributions. Within such a review, it is 
worth reflecting on how the literature considers images as part of an information system that 
relays meaning on behalf of brands, marketers and advertisers, as well as consumers. It is also 
worth reflecting on how it deals with the consumption of images, the consumer’s response to 
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images, the consumer’s ability to interpret images, and subsequently their ability to construct 
images for their own purpose. This literature is now briefly reviewed to grasp how images are 
being studied and discussed within the field of consumer research. This literature is also 
examined for its shortcomings relative to visual literacy research.  
 
Figure 1.4 Rhizomatic map of visual communication (Source: Moriarty and Barbatsis, 2004, p.XX) 
 
1.4 The Image in Consumer Research 
Images within consumer culture are often discussed by looking at brands and their branding 
activities. Brands have brand logos that are carefully considered to communicate brand 
meaning (Machado et al. 2015). These are the visible representation of brand values and are 
used as a symbol to help the brand differentiate itself from its competitors (Van Grinsven and 
Das 2014). This symbol is a quick reference point for consumers; a simple visual element that 
helps them identify with the brand. It becomes a symbol of the brand’s identity. When further 
communicating this identity through images brands employ marketers and advertisers to 
visually reinforce the brand’s message. Advertising images have been given ample attention in 
consumer culture theory (Belk 1985; McCracken 1986; Scott 1994; Richins 1991; Schroeder 
2002; Schroeder and Zwick 2004). In a recent discussion of advertising Schroeder (2015) 
confirms that over the years advertising has changed from a predominantly text-based 
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communication form to an image-reliant one. In the 1960s, for example, advertising used text 
to convey the product’s benefits through a written narrative. Now though verbal rhetoric has 
changed to a visual one (Scott 1994). As one of the earlier scholars to discuss visual rhetoric 
and how advertisers use images to persuade the consumer, Scott (1994, p.252) affirms that by 
appropriating cultural symbols for this purpose advertisers create powerful visual arguments 
using cultural codes ‘in anticipation of the audience response’. In this view they ‘borrow’ 
cultural knowledge from a ‘convention-based’ symbolic system to create images that resonate 
with consumers (Schroeder 2002, p.115). In other words the images and therefore, the brand 
stays in the consumer’s mind in a form of indirect persuasion (McQuarrie and Phillips 2005).  
Describing how advertisers construct arguments, Scott (1994) asserts they use visual elements 
to structure the argument (e.g. the product, models, and scenery), visual arrangement to lead 
the order of the dialogue and stylistic techniques to execute the delivery. She describes 
advertisers as skilled visual rhetoricians. Scott does not use the term visual literacy to discuss 
the advertisers’ ability to construct visual statements. Nevertheless, the skills she discusses are 
indicative of visually literate individuals (visual literacy skills are discussed in Chapter 2). She 
further alludes to visual literacy by mentioning the consumer’s ability to make sense of 
advertising. She asserts that when they are interpreting the visual elements and stylisation used 
they employ ‘complex cognitive skills even in the simplest response’ (Scott 1994, p.260). 
Scott’s study is often cited by scholars discussing images in advertising, though in those further 
discussions the term advertising literacy rather than visual literacy is used to describe how 
consumers ‘read’ advertising (Ritson and Elliott 1995; O’Donohoe and Tynan 1998). 
Schroeder (2002, p.37) claims this process of interpretation is governed by the consumer’s 
ability to decode images using their personal knowledge of signs, symbols and stereotypes. 
Scott (1994) claims that when consumers use prior knowledge in this way, they are engaging 
in metaphoric thinking. As will be seen in Chapter 2, within the field of visual literacy this 
visual information processing involves visual thinking, a vital component of visual literacy. 
However, Schroeder (2004) claims that consumers rarely take the time to thoroughly reflect on 
ads. Therefore, he argues that they are left without conscious knowledge of how visual 
language can be used to convey meaning. While Schroeder (2002) advocates visual research, 
and has written a seminal text on visual consumption, he does not seem to show an interest in 
visual literacy. He even questions whether consumers have any visual literacy at all. In 
discussing advertising literacy Schroeder (2004) further asserts that when it comes to 
understanding advertising it is obvious that some consumers are savvy and others are ‘clueless’. 
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Even so, is such an assumption reason enough to dismiss the idea of a visually literate consumer 
altogether? Also, simply stating that some consumers are more visually savvy than others does 
not shed light on or help gain understanding of those consumers who do really engage with and 
reflect on what they see and are visually savvy. Schroeder’s literacy interest is mainly brand 
literacy, which compliments his other research in visual consumption and brand culture. Thus, 
it may be that visual literacy is simply outside of his focus on brands in culture. Bengtsson and 
Firat (2006, p.375) also show interest in brand literacy, recognising the consumer’s ability to 
consume brands ‘knowingly in a cultural context’. They contend that consumers have 
knowledge of brands and the complex cultural meanings attached to them. 
Belk (1988, p.146) argues that consumers ‘seek, express, confirm, and ascertain a sense of 
being through what they have’. Consumers use commodities as a way to communicate their 
identity to others. They use them as extensions of themselves (Belk 1988) and as a form of 
representation and performance (Deighton 1992). As Bocock (1993, p.109) maintains, ‘the 
question, who am I?’ is one most likely to be answered in terms of consumption patterns.’ With 
this in mind, consumer culture theory researchers have often explored how goods are useful 
beyond their utility (McCracken 1986; Slater 1997; Arnould et al. 2004), e.g. to help consumers 
negotiate identity (Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998) and affirm social status (Douglas and 
Isherwood 1979; Bourdieu 1984; Belk 1988; McCracken 1986, Holt 1995; Slater 1997; 
Arnould and Thompson 2005). The meanings that become embodied in commodities are 
transferred from the culturally constituted world (by the fashion/advertising system) to 
consumer goods and then to the consumer (McCracken 1986). Douglas and Isherwood (1979, 
p.5) assert that goods operate as part of an information system that makes ‘physical, visible 
statements used to express meanings, feelings and social status’. Taking this into account, 
consumers that make statements using cultural texts and signs can be considered to be creating 
images. These visible statements help convey which values are most important (Douglas and 
Isherwood 1979). Further associating them with certain groups, while at the same time 
distinguishing them from others (Arnould et al. 2004). For example, a biker driving a Harley 
Davidson may communicate that he/she a cruiser rider, part of a biker community with a 
specific identity. Choosing this bike further differentiates him from the speed bikers who may 
choose something like a Ducati, a bike that can reach a speed of 169mph.  
Using the metaphor ‘the consumer as communicator,’ Gabriel and Lang (2006) explore how 
consumption, as a system of meaning, provides consumers with the tools they need to create 
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these visible statements. Douglas and Isherwood (1979) assert that consumers assemble goods 
together so that the intended message is reinforced. What is important here in the context of 
this research is that Douglas and Isherwood refer to the consumer’s communication activities 
as ‘visible statements.’ Essentially it is being stated here that consumers communicate visually 
by constructing images using commodities. In light of this, the metaphor of consumer as 
communicator should possibly be extended to the consumer as visual communicator, so as to 
incorporate the visual nature of this messaging. As Roland Barthes asserts, consumers employ 
objects to tell stories about their lives in a sort of narrative of consumption (cited in Gabriel 
and Lang 2006). Thus, it is suggested here that this narrative should not be thought of in the 
verbal sense, but visually, more comparable to them creating a picture book perhaps.  
When consumers use commodities for the purpose of visual communication they deploy brand 
literacy and use them symbolically as visual elements that convey cultural meaning. 
Commodities in this way become part of visual sentencing that displays to others symbolic 
messages, e.g. as mentioned above, what social groups they belong to (or at least see 
themselves belonging to). The fact that consumers consume for symbolic reasons is a concept 
extensively examined in consumer research (Schouten 1991; Ilmonen 2004; Arnould and 
Thompson 2005; Wattanasuwan 2005). However, consumers also use commodities for other 
reasons that are not symbolic. As Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) notably point out, 
consumers consume for fantasy, feeling and fun. Or as Holt (1995) maintains, for expressive, 
ludic or autotelic reasons. While this research appreciates prior research concerned with 
symbolic consumption, it takes a more encompassing view of visual communication - one that 
also appreciates commodities for their abstract qualities. That is for their visual elements that 
are meaningful in expressive and aesthetic ways. Considering this view, consumption is 
meaningful both symbolicly and abstractly. When discussing the abstract qualities of objects 
(i.e. visual elements such as colour, line, form, shape etc.) in consumer culture theory, the 
literature commonly examines product design and the consumer’s response to it (Veryzer 1993; 
Peracchio and Meyers-Levy 1994; Bloch 1995; Veryzer 1995; Bloch et al. 2003; Veryzer and 
Hutchinson 1998; Workman and Caldwell 2007). In this body of literature when discussing the 
product’s appearance the term aesthetic is often used (Schmitt and Simonson 1997); aesthetic 
here referring to the visually appealing qualities of the product (and is used as such in this 
research). Brunel and Kumar (2007) stress the importance of the product’s aesthetic appearance 
in helping brands retain competitive advantage and claim that products with visual appeal 
impact the affective sensibilities of the consumer. Bloch (1995) further considers how product 
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aesthetics affect consumer choice. In this view consumers make visual judgments on the 
product’s design, which can have a positive or negative outcome for their consumption of the 
product. Hoyer and Stokburger Sauer (2011) explore such judgements but from the point of 
view of aesthetic taste, the consumer’s reactive and automatic responses to visual stimuli. 
While all of these aspects of visual consumption are important, so is the consumer’s critical 
response. Thus, understanding visual literacy is important. That means understanding how 
consumers themselves use visual language to communicate.  
As stated above, the consumer as communicator is a suitable metaphor that can be used to 
describe how consumers use commodities to communicate. Another interesting metaphor to 
further examine the process employed by the consumer as communicator is that of the 
consumer as artist. Gabriel and Lang (2006, p.96) explore this concept albeit rather 
superficially. What is interesting about this metaphor is the way consumers are described as 
mixing ingredients together as if they were creating works of art. It is the idea that consumers 
mix various commodities together in image construction. Gabriel and Lang state that 
consumers use commodities as if they were brushstrokes in this creative process. Citing 
Campbell, they refer to this styling as the aestheticisation of everyday life, where everyday 
objects become signs of taste and creative expression (2006, p.103). In a similar artistic thread, 
Venkatesh et al. (2010, p.461) add that consumers often use their bodies as a canvas for creative 
performance and their homes as a gallery of consumption. In this manner consumers are 
creating visual statements so as to communicate meaning, express who they are and to show 
how they can create images for aesthetic enjoyment. Contributing to these concepts further, 
this research explores how consumers deploy visual literacy as part of such image construction 
processes. Thus, the consumer is appreciated here as an aesthetic subject, an individual with 
an interest in using everyday objects to construct visually appealing images for the purpose of 
communication (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008, p.51).  
While visual communication can be explored from a number of viewpoints to include: 
semiotics that studies signs, ideology that considers the values and beliefs of images, iconology 
that addresses the theory of images, hermeneutics that explores the literal and intended meaning 
of images, an art historical view that provides a formal analysis of images, there is another 
approach that offers a valuable perspective - that is the form approach (Kennedy 2013). 
Communication and visual symbolism is underpinned by ideology, it is never neutral. Similarly, 
brand language and narrative is also informed by its historical and cultural context. However, 
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this research considers visual language beyond semiotics and symbolism. The field of semiotics 
is concerned with this critical aspect of visual communication. As such, symbolic meaning is 
the most commonly considered aspect of visual communication. Less often considered or 
understood is the notion of abstract visual language. Focusing on the abstract form, this study 
uses an alternative critical lens to examine and understand a fundamental aspect of visual 
language. This language consists of visual elements and design principles, which form the 
frame or any visual composition. Abstract language concerns itself with colour, form and 
formal composition. Abstract language is the ‘form of everything we see, the primary tool … 
it is the development of the visual plan… the arrangement of the basic elements for the intended 
emotional effect in a visual statement’ (Dondis 1973, p.82). In other words it is about the pure 
visual elements. As discussed above, researchers in the field of consumption have applied 
semiotics to study images. Furthermore, ideology has been used to discuss representations of 
gender in advertising (Fisher Dube 2005; Xin and Belk 2008) and art history used to help 
deconstruct advertising images to see how visual elements are used to convey meaning 
(Schroeder 1992, 1998, 2002). While consumer researchers do explore the material qualities 
of objects, abstract qualities have yet to be explored through the lens of visual literacy. As will 
be discussed in Chapter 2, those with visual literacy often deploy it in this way and use their 
knowledge of visual language for the purpose of intentional visual communication. Visual 
language in this sense includes the basic visual elements – the dot, line, shape, colour, space 
and scale and also the principles of design that act as a grammar used to structure the use of 
these elements (visual language is discussed in detail in Chapter 2 and 6). Taking the form 
approach to visual literacy does not however, mean that the other approaches mentioned here 




                   
 
Figure 1.5 The stem, Orla Kiely brand logo (Source Orla Kiely) 
 
When choosing a context for this research, the Orla Kiely brand was selected to facilitate this 
visual literacy discussion. The brand’s logo can be seen in Figure 1.5. Orla Kiely is design-led 
and offers consumers a wide repertoire of designs. It has a distinct visual language that 
comprises of a recognisable colour palette and identifiable graphic elements that have become 
synonymous with the brand. Schroeder (2002, p.23) claims that ‘products can no longer just 
function well, they must function with style.’ Chapter 5 will confirm how Orla Kiely does this. 
Chapter 6 will then demonstrate how Orla Kiely persistently creates a diverse repertoire of 
stylish products that consumers want to engage with and thus, utilise to deploy their visual 
literacy (discussed further in Chapter 7). This next section further outlines the structure of the 
thesis. 
1.5 Thesis Outline 
Chapter 2 presents visual literacy as the primary lens for this research. Accordingly it provides 
a review of extant literature within the field of visual literacy. It outlines its historical 
background, as well as the problematic nature of defining visual literacy as a concept. Further, 
it examines the field’s wide parameters to explore their influence on the theoretical structure 
of visual literacy. Within this review, the five concepts of visual literacy that find consensus 
among visual literacy theorists are clarified. These are: visual language, visual thinking, visual 
learning, visual perception and visual communication. Following this, each of these concepts 
is described and discussed for its relevance to this study. 
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This study is interdisciplinary in nature and employs supplementary theories from brand culture 
studies, design theory, art and aesthetics to support the investigation of visual literacy within 
consumer society. As such, Chapter 3 provides a review of concepts being borrowed from these 
disciplines that help inform this research. It is clarified here how brand culture studies 
facilitates the investigation of the Orla Kiely brand and its branding strategies and how design 
theory assists a discussion of the brand’s design practices. Furthermore, art and aesthetics are 
shown for their usefulness in further discussing the brand’s business strategies and also for 
describing the aesthetic encounter between the consumer and Orla Kiely. 
Chapter 4 details the methodology of this research and the case under review. The qualitative 
approach taken here is justified and my interpretivist stance is established. Further explained 
are its implications for data collection and analysis. The chapter explores phenomenology as a 
paradigm and justifies its place within this study. The applied process of data collection is 
explained to include the research sampling strategy, ethical considerations and the standards of 
data protection ensured. At this point in the chapter the participants are introduced to give a 
brief background to their profile and visual interests. Following this, the chapter concludes with 
an explanation of how data was analysed. 
Chapter 5 is a discussion about brand culture, Orla Kiely’s brand culture. The chapter 
introduces the brand and outlines its history and development since 1996. In this chapter Orla 
Kiely the founding designer of the label and Dermott Rowan, Kiely’s husband and managing 
director of Orla Kiely are also introduced. Here the couple’s dominant role in the brand’s 
success is highlighted. The discussion that follows considers the key elements of Orla Kiely’s 
brand story while detailing the brand myth and aesthetic ideology that has been embraced.  
The chapter establishes how Orla Kiely visually communicates both the brand story (one 
embracing quality design, artistic creativity and business acumen) and the brand myth (centred 
on a creative optimism encapsulated in a mid-20th Century aesthetic). It explains the role the 
brand’s aesthetic plays in building its brand culture. To discuss this further the latter part of the 
chapter explains how the brand communicates the brand story and myth through its artful 
branding strategy. It describes how this strategy has kept an air of mystique and perception of 
luxury around the brand. Essentially the chapter further explains how Orla Kiely uses visual 
language - colour, pattern and simple design to continually reaffirm its mythical mid-century 




Chapter 6 justifies why in this research the Orla Kiely brand is considered to be an effective, 
useable and significant foundation for visual literacy. Here the designer practices (or design 
activities and the process of designing) of the design team at Orla Kiely are briefly outlined so 
as to give an overview of the process involved in designing objects for their fashion and 
homeware ranges. Following this, a visual presentation is made that gives examples of Orla 
Kiely’s diverse visual repertoire. These images are discussed to show how the brand uses 
various visual elements and design techniques to create different images. This discussion is 
important to show how Orla Kiely provides the consumer with tools they can use to learn about 
visual language that they can then deploy as part of their own visual communication practices. 
In essence this chapter illustrates how brands can facilitate the development and deployment 
of visual literacy. 
Chapter 7 considers the visually literate consumer. To begin this discussion the participants’ 
first encounters with Orla Kiely are explored to assess why they were drawn to the brand in the 
first place. The participants continued engagement with Orla Kiely is then examined. Then 
their deepening connection with Orla Kiely is further explored. The chapter examines how 
consumers construct and interpret images using Orla Kiely. It demonstrates how consumers 
deploy visual literacy for the purpose of intentional visual communication, self-expression and 
aesthetic enjoyment. This discussion highlights the visual literacy skills employed in the 
process such as: visualisation, visual reasoning, and visual thinking knowledge of visual 
vocabulary, knowledge of visual conventions, re-constructing and constructing meaning, 
critical viewing and visual association. 
Chapter 8 comprises a discussion that reaffirms what was examined in this study. It begins by 
restating the research questions posed at the beginning of the study and continues answer those 
questions by discussing the findings of this research. Within that discussion, extant literature 
is re-examined. The contributions of this research are then presented and it is explained how 
they add to those related conversations.  
Chapter 9 concludes this research by offering a summary of the research and provides a 
synthesis of key concepts from within to provide a clear summary of important issues raised. 
It recalls the primary research questions and the empirical findings of this research are used to 
answer them. Following this, the significance of this study is explained and related implications 
for theory and practice are discussed. Finally recommendations for research are provided so 
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aspects not covered in this study (but considered to be significantly worthwhile) can be 
investigated in the future.  
1.6 Conclusion 
This research presents an artful approach to branding. Thus, positions the brand as artist and 
branding as artistic (that is that the method of operation within the organisation is artful, as is 
its communication with consumers). It also states that in employing this strategy such brands 
engage consumers visually and imaginatively, facilitating creativity. While previous studies 
e.g. Schroeder (2005), Hewer et al. (2013) and Fillis (2015) have looked at how artists use 
marketing to create the artist brand we are taking the branding process through the entire 
process of production and consumption to consider the brand as artist as well as the consumer 
as artist and all the creative practices between the two. Consumers live in a world bombarded 
with images. As such, it leads us to wonder how do consumers look at images, understand them 
and interpret them, and how and why do they create them and use them. Extant image-related 
literature within consumer research is acknowledged here for its contribution to the 
conversation surrounding image consumption and interpretation. However, it is also 
highlighted for its shortcomings in relation to visual literacy. As mentioned above, some 
consumers are savvy and others inexperienced when it comes to images. It is also reasonable 
to assume that some consumers are visually literate and others are not. Overlooking the visually 
engaged consumer neglects the potential for understanding the behaviour of those that have 
visual literacy and those that deploy it using brands. As mentioned above, the concept of 
advertising literacy helps discuss how consumers interpret cultural references in advertising. 
Further, the notion of brand literacy facilitates the conversation about consumers’ knowledge 
of cultural codes that enables them to negotiate identity in consumer culture. Although both 
types of literacy are interesting and worthy of discussion, neither provides a comprehensive 
view of how consumers construct and interpret visual messages. This research expands the 
current conversation and explores visual literacy, as a skill set that enables consumers to 
communicate in image form. At present, consumer research literature does not fully engage 
with how consumers acquire the visual knowledge that gives them the skills necessary to 
construct effective visual statements. Furthermore, the practice of deployment or the 
participatory nature of visual consumption itself is not being examined.  
To date, visual literacy research within consumer research literature is inadequate. Although 
there is clearly a significant amount of literature concerned with images used for branding, 
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images used in advertising and the cultural meaning of images used by consumers, these 
approaches are often limited by their focus on semiotic perspective. The form approach 
employed here adds to existing discussions about the meaning of consumption to provide a 
comprehensive discussion about visual communication. Dondis (1973, p.67) claims that visual 
language can be expressed and received either ‘representationally’ (images recognised from 
the environment and from the individual’s experience), ‘symbolically’ (stemming from man-
made symbol systems) and ‘abstractly’ (where an image is reduced to the basic visual elements 
such as shape, line or colour). While consumer research has engaged with the representational 
and symbolic aspects of visual communication (Belk 1988; Schouten 1991; Ilmonen 2004; 
Arnould and Thompson 2005; Wattanasuwan 2005), there is a dearth of literature exploring 
the abstract nature of visual messages and how they are expressed and received. Furthermore, 
while some consumer researchers recognise that brands and designers use visual elements, like 
colour for example, for its affective qualities and its ability to have an emotive effect on the 
consumer, the ways in which consumers use and understand these elements for similar 
purposes is seldom discussed to any great depth. With this considered this research then 
explores the abstract nature of visual communication, so as to tease out the sensory modality 
of the consumption experience. Furthermore, while extant literature unravels the consumer’s 
interpretation of images, it rarely explores the consumer’s ability to think in images, 
communicate in images, learn with images and participate in visual practices using images. In 
this literature it is taken for granted that consumers know how to convey meaning through 
brand use, but what about these questions: How do consumers know what looks right? How do 
they know what amounts to a balanced composition or what colours they should use to enhance 
what they are trying to say visually? Where do they acquire visual understanding? Furthermore, 
do these consumers have an inherent ability for styling or is it possible that brands provide 
resources for them to learn from? Ultimately, how is visual literacy developed and deployed 
within consumer society? Although this research does not attempt to provide the answers to all 
these questions, it does aim to ignite a discussion that may lead to them being answered in the 
future. It does however, seek to engage with and discuss the following questions:  
 
 How do brands facilitate the development and deployment of visual literacy? 
 How do consumers deploy visual literacy using brands? 
 
Ultimately, the objective in this research is to provide a foundation for visual literacy discourse 
within consumer research and provide a production and consumption perspective top branding 
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theory. In doing so, the thesis both draws on and contributes to currently distinct areas of 
literature, that of cultural approaches to branding and more brand management perspectives, 
such as those which inform studies of corporate branding. 
 
 






































































CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Introduction 
Visual literacy is the primary lens employed this research. Accordingly, extant literature in the 
field is now reviewed. This chapter examines the concept of visual literacy, its historical and 
theoretical background, and its significance as an organised area of philosophical enquiry. 
Included in this discussion is a focus on the most prominent debates within the visual literacy 
field that include: the definition of visual literacy, the disciplinary parameters of visual literacy 
and the theories fundamental to its framework. Within this analysis, a visual literacy definition 
is identified as suitable to form the foundation of this research. Additionally, the skills 
suggestive of a visually literate individual are outlined. Further acknowledged are five visual 
literacy concepts that form the underpinning of the conceptual framework used in this study: 
visual language, visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning and visual communication. 
This chapter concludes by exploring these concepts and explains how each is relevant to this 
research context.  
2.2 Visual Literacy: A Historical Background 
While visual literacy incorporates contributing insights from other disciplines, as a defined area 
of enquiry it only emerged in the 1960s. Prior to 1969, visual literacy discourse was 
unstructured and for some theorists amounted to nothing other than passing commentary on 
visual abilities in fields such as art and aesthetics. John Debes, considered by many as the most 
important figure in the history of the discipline, worked as a visual learning coordinator and 
educational assistant for the Eastman Kodak Corporation. Debes held the notion that as the 
visual world had its own language, it should be discussed within its own organised parameters. 
Therefore, in March 1969, together with Clarence Williams, Sam Ross, Colin Turbayne, Paul 
Wendt and Richard Nibeck, Debes organised the first visual literacy conference with 350 
attendees in Rochester, New York. The International Visual Literacy Association (IVLA) was 
then founded and shortly after The Journal of Visual Literacy (JOVL) was formed, with Debes 
publishing the journal’s first key article, The Loom of Visual Literacy. Since that first 
conference, 46 conventions have been held, predominantly in the United States. Additionally, 
other research symposia have been held on a triennial basis in countries such as Sweden, Greece, 
England, and the Netherlands, and most recently at the Toledo Museum of Art, Spain. The field 
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of visual literacy has to this day two persistent issues still causing difficulties for researchers: 
the absence of a widely accepted definition for the term visual literacy, and, the lack of a 
cohesive theory (Braden 1996). This next section outlines the definition debate within the 
visual literacy field. However, its purpose is not to determine the definitive definition of visual 
literacy, but to highlight how various visual literacy definitions are used in different contexts. 
Further explained is why Debes (1969b) definition fits the purpose of this research. 
2.3 The Definition Problem 
Since 1969 theorists have offered an abundance of visual literacy definitions in an attempt to 
answer the ostensibly simple but essentially complex question, what is visual literacy? Linda 
Cochran, a former president of the IVLA conducted a study at the Lake Okoboji Educational 
Media Leadership Conference in 1976 that attempted to identify a common description of 
visual literacy among visual literacy theorists. However, this proved quite difficult as the results 
of the study delivered 62 different definitions of visual literacy (Avgerinou and Ericson 1997, 
p.283). While Cochran’s attempt at a definitive definition was unsuccessful, her study did 
highlight some important areas of consensus. It emerged and was agreed by those present that 
literacy could be understood as human abilities, teaching strategies and the promotion of ideas 
(Avgerinou and Ericson 1997). Still, when describing what visual meant in the context of those 
abilities, teaching strategies or concepts, 52 different phrases emerged. As a result, Cassidy and 
Knowlton (1983, p.88) argue that visual literacy is a ‘failed metaphor’. They propose that since 
there is so much disagreement, agreement should not be sought. They further maintain that the 
term visual literacy should be abandoned altogether. However, abandoning the term entirely is 
not useful and this view simply dismisses many years of scholarly contributions, as 
demonstrated by Pettersson (2002) in Figure 2.1 below.   
It has often been supposed that the reason for so many visual literacy definitions is that the 
field has such wide disciplinary parameters. Debes (1969b) likens the various strands of visual 
literacy to an amoeba with an abundance of pseudopods stretching in several directions. These 
pseudopods represent various disciplinary backgrounds: philosophy, linguistics, 
psycholinguistics, cognitive, gestalt psychology, visual perception, aesthetics, art and 
perceptual development, anatomy of the eye, neurophysiology, research on hemispheric 
processes, sociology, cultural anthropology, educational technology, instructional design, 
screen studies, communication theory and semiotics, visual art, psychology, graphic design, art 
history, literacy, perceptual physiology, cultural studies, media studies and advertising 
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(Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011). Avgerinou (2003, p.1) claims that such diverse ‘theoretical 
departures’ result in visual literacy being perceived and interpreted differently. For example, 
Curtiss (1987) who recognises her bias as an artist claims that like other theorists she comes to 
visual literacy with a perspective that emanates from her main disciplinary standpoint. She 
asserts visual literacy to be the ability to express oneself visually, with an ability to comprehend 
visual statements, their meaning and aesthetic merits. Curtiss confirms that this definition suits 
her own professional needs, something many visual literacy theorists appear to do also.  
 
1969 Arnheim; Debes 1990 Clark-Baca; Clark-Baca and Braden; 
Schallert–Lawrie 
1970 Debes 1991 Braden and Clark-Baca; Hugo and Skibbe; 
Leahy; Miller 
1971 Chaplin; Paivio 1992 Sutton 
1972 Fransecky and Debes 1993 Messaris 
1973 Dondis 1994 Bopry; Hortin; Messaris; Moore and 
Dwyer; Seels 
1974 Maccoby and Jacklin 1995 Schiffman; Brouwer 
1975 Jonassen and Fork; Spitzer and 
McNerny 
1996 Avgerinou and Ericson; Braden; deLange 
1976 Cochran; Fork and Jonassen 1997 Stewig; Avgerinou & Ericson 
1977 Lucas 1998 Allmendinger 
1978 Ausburn and Ausburn; Levie; Flory; 
Williams; Zimmer and Zimmer 
1999 Avgerinou and Ericson; Paquin 
1979 Foster 2000 Avgerinou; Lowe 
1980 Griffin and Butt; Hortin 2001 Avgerinou; Brill, Kim, & Branch 
1981 Cook; Szabo, Dwyer and DeMelo 2003 Avgerinou; Chauvin 
1982 Braden and Hortin; Esdale and 
Robinson; Heinich, Molenda and 
Russell; Hortin 
2005 Bleed; Rezabek 
1983 Earl; Lampe 2006 Burns 
1984 Griffin and Whiteside; Hortin 2007 Avgerinou; Brill and Kim; Brill, Kim and 
Branch 
1985 Reynolds Myers; Whiteside 2008 Felten 
1986 Arnheim; Considine; Sinatra 2009 Avgerinou; Avgerinou and Pettersson; 
Santas and Eaker; Sosa 
1987 Braden; Curtiss; Lacy; Levie; Schiller 2010 Elkins; Yeh and Lohr 
1988 Hanson; Hanson, Silver and Strong; 
Ragan 
2011 Brumberger 
1989 Hansen; Kissick and Grob; Pettersson   
 




Textbooks are another area where such self-interested approaches are taken to visual literacy. 
As is evident from the non-exhaustive list presented below in Figure 2.2, when texts on visual 




Art: Introduction to Visual Literacy: A Guide to the visual Arts and Communication (Curtiss 
1987); Visual Literacy: Writing About Art (Tucker 2001). Education-Visual Literacy (Weaver 
1999); Visual Literacy: Motivation and Critical Thinking in Large Classes (Akhal 2011); 
Teaching Visual Literacy: Using Comic Books, Graphic Novels, Anime, Cartoons and More to 
Develop Comprehension and Thinking Skills (Frey and Fisher 2008); Teaching Visual Literacy: 
Using Comic Books, Film, Television and Picture Narratives (Stafford 2010); Engaging the Eye 
Generation: Visual Literacy Strategies for the K-5 Classroom (Riddle 2009); Teaching, Learning 
and Visual Literacy: the Dual Role of Visual Representation (Eilam and Peretz 2012), Visual 
Literacy 1 and 2 (Lambert and Wroe 2008); Visual Literacy: Learning to See, See to Learn 
(Burmark 2002). Film- Visual Literacy: Image, Mind and Reality, Messaris (1994). Graphic 
design- Creating Graphics for Learning and Performance: Lessons in Visual Literacy (Lohr 
2007); Visual Literacy: A Conceptual Approach to Graphic Design Problem Solving (Wilde and 
Wilde 2000); Visual Literacy in Communication: Designing for Development (Zimmer and 
Zimmer 1978). There are but a limited number of books written that discuss the concept in some 
detail: Visual Literacy, (Elkins 2007); A Primer of Visual Literacy (Dondis 1973); Visual 
Literacy: A Spectrum of Visual Learning (Moore and Dwyer 1994); Visual Literacy Connections 
to Thinking, Reading and Writing (Sinatra 1986). 
 
Figure 2.2 Visual literacy texts (Source: Amazon.co.uk)  
 
What that means in real terms is that when using visual literacy for research, one must 
distinguish between many disciplinary perspectives and recognise that there are many 
approaches or lines of enquiry one can take within the field. Nonetheless, Avgerinou and 
Pettersson (2011, p.3) argue that on a positive note such variety offers constructive outcomes; 
further stating that such ‘cross fertilisation’ of ideas has the potential to enhance visual literacy 
understanding. Consequently, this research does not aim to explore all possible visual literacy 
perspectives but offers a particular line of enquiry that mostly stays within the boundaries of 
art and design, and consumer culture theory (explained further in Chapter 3).  
Even though Brill et al. (2007, p.47) assert that agreement on any one definition is not 
forthcoming and is quite unlikely in the near future, Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) 
acknowledge that there are indeed cohesions within the various definitions of visual literacy 
that should be the point of focus. Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) present the consistencies 
31 
 
within various definitions: It is agreed that a visual language exists; visual literacy is a cognitive 
ability but also draws on the affective domain; the terms, ability, skill, and competency are 
invariably and interchangeably used to describe visual literacy and these skills are (a) to 
read/decode/interpret visual statements, (b) to write/encode/create visual statements, and (c) to 
think visually. Avgerinou and Pettersson further maintain that visual literacy skills (discussed 
further below) are (a) learnable (b) teachable (c) capable of development and improvement. 
Debes’ (1969b, p.27) definition reflects these agreements as seen here: 
Visual literacy refers to a group of vision competencies a human being can develop by 
seeing and at the same time having and integrating other sensory experiences. The 
development of these competencies is fundamental to normal human learning. When 
developed, they enable a visually literate person to discriminate and interpret the visible 
actions, objects, symbols, natural or man-made, that he encounters in his environment. 
Through the creative use of these competencies, he is able to communicate with others. 
Through the appreciative use of these competencies, he is able to comprehend and enjoy 
the masterworks of visual communication. 
Debes confirms that visual literacy is a group of visual competencies developed through all of 
the senses as individuals engage in multi-sensory experiences. Having visual literacy, he argues, 
allows the individual to creatively use visual skills to communicate with others and distinguish, 
comprehend and interpret their visual surroundings, enabling them to further enjoy visual 
communication. Though Debes’ definition is recognised for its contribution within the field 
(featured on the IVLA’s website as the definition of visual literacy) it is also critiqued by 
theorists who offer their own definition as an alternative. Braden and Hortin (1982) evaluate 
Debes’ definition as too lengthy and present this more concise version: 
Visual literacy is the ability to understand and use images, including the ability to think, 
learn and express oneself in terms of images.   
In terms of form and content, Avgerinou (2003) views this definition as the most 
comprehensive. Seels (1994) too supports Braden and Hortin’s terser definition and uses it to 
define visual literacy in the glossary of The Definition Problem, in Moore and Dwyer’s text, 
Visual Literacy: A Spectrum of Visual Learning. However, while the concise nature of this 
description can be appreciated for its summary, Debes’ definition offers more depth. 
Furthermore, it includes reference to the multi-sensory nature of the visual experience, an 
important element omitted from Braden and Hortin’s offering. However, this is problematic 
for Levie (1978) who maintains that the key problem with Debes’ definition is not that it 
includes too many or inappropriate stimuli, but that it defines the stimuli of interest in terms of 
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a sensory modality rather than a symbolic one. In other words, it fails to address the symbolic 
nature of the aesthetic experience. Then, Bieman (cited in Avgerinou 2003) argues that while 
Debes comprehensively explains what a visually literate person can do, he does not elaborate 
or define what visual literacy actually is. Avgerinou (2003) argues that despite those who 
disagree with elements of Debes definition his offering is superior; evident by its common use 
for over forty years. While this may be the case, there is one aspect of visual literacy that is 
clearly absent from Debes’ definition. That is the fact that visual literacy can occur at varying 
levels. As Yenawine (1997, p.1) explains, visual literacy abilities can range from the simple 
identification of something or ‘naming what one sees, to complex interpretation on contextual, 
metaphoric and philosophical levels.’ This is important to highlight for this research. As clearly, 
when discussing the visual literacy of any group of individuals, generalisations cannot be made. 
Moreover, individuals cannot be expected to have the same levels of visual literacy, as all do 
not embark in formal education in visually orientated institutions where such a refined 
sophistication would be expected. Furthermore, no individual has the same life experience, 
frame of visual reference or visual interest for that matter. For the purpose of grounding this 
study, Debes definition is seen as most fit for purpose as it highlights both the construction 
(writing, encoding, creating) and interpretation (reading, decoding, and deconstruction) of 
visual messages. It also recognises both the visual and multi-sensory aspects of the experience.  
2.4 Visual Literacy Skills  
When exploring the skills of the visually literate individual there are some questions to pose: 
What are the visual literacy skills? Are they learned or inherent? Should they be referred to as 
skills, competencies or abilities, or is there a difference (Seels 1994; Avgerinou 2003)? 
Avgerinou (2003) observes from the literature that the terms skill and competency are seen in 
older definitions of visual literacy and that ability is used in more recent definitions. Explaining 
what skill actually means, Ausburn and Ausburn refer to the Modern Oxford Dictionary for a 
description, where it is defined as expertness or practiced ability that is developed over time 
(cited in Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011, p.10). Avgerinou (2003, p.5) asserts that such 
practiced ability implies there is some kind of training involved. What Avgerinou does not 
clarify, however, is whether she contends this training includes self-taught coaching or must it 
involve a professional or certified tutor of some sort? For the purpose of this research (situated 
within the everyday lives of consumers and not in formalised education) practiced ability is 
acknowledged primarily for being the result of a self-taught practice, where visual learning 
takes place through the repeated creation and interpretation of images. However, professional 
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designers who deploy their own visual literacy in conceptualising and creating visually intricate 
and interesting objects can indirectly offer guided learning. In this view, some brands facilitate 
visual learning and the development of visual literacy. While such guided learning may not be 
management’s goal, nevertheless, visual learning in consumption is conceivable and quite 
possible (discussed further in later chapters). Most visual literacy theorists agree that 
individuals with visual literacy have the ability to read and write in image form. More 
specifically, Bamford (2003, p.1) argues that to be considered visually literate, an individual 
should be able to analyse image syntax (or composition) and the aesthetic or visual merits of 
the image. She further asserts that they should be competent in analysing the production process 
of the visual message, while at the same time evaluating it in terms of ‘purpose and audience 
…affective impact and/or feeling’. Here Bamford explores visual literacy in the professional 
world. Consequently her high expectations of the visually literate individual may be too much 
to expect from the consumer without formal training in visual language. Nonetheless, 
Avgerinou’s (2007) visual literacy index below offers a more adaptable list for examining the 
visual skills of consumers. In her study Avgerinou examines the idea of testing visual literacy 
and queries whether visual literacy skills can be identified, separated, organised and 
communicated through observable behaviours. In an attempt to put structure on the visual 
aptitudes linked to visual literacy, Avgerinou (2007, p.31) categorises eleven visual literacy 
abilities:  
1. Visualisation (the process by which a visual image is formed) 
2. Critical viewing (applying critical thinking skills to visuals) 
3. Visual reasoning (Coherent and logical thinking that is carried out by mean of images) 
4. Visual discrimination (the ability to perceive differences between two or more visual 
stimuli) 
5. Visual thinking (the ability to turn information into pictures that communicate 
information) 
6. Visual association (the ability to link visual images that display a unifying theme) 
7. Re-Constructing Meaning 
8. Constructing meaning (the ability to construct meaning for a given visual message on 
the evidence of any given visual information) 
9. Visual reconstruction (the ability to reconstruct a partially occluded visual message) 
10. Knowledge of visual vocabulary  
11. Knowledge of visual conventions (signs and symbols and their socially agreed 
meaning) 
 
Within this list, Avgerinou found that critical viewing, visualisation, visual reconstruction, 
constructing meaning, visual reasoning and visual thinking were seen as more important than 
the others on the index. While useful, Avgerinou herself identifies that this list is limited. The 
skills presented here, she states, are mostly related to the process of decoding images rather 
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than creating them (2007, p.42). Thus, she asserts that further research is necessary that 
includes a more comprehensive representation of the encoding aspect of visual literacy abilities. 
Flood (2005) shares Avgerinou’s interest in identifying visual literacy skills and adds that a 
visually literate individual has a wide-ranging understanding of image viewing and making. 
While there are tests available to test levels of visual literacy, this research is not concerned 
with them. It is obvious when exploring any skill set that there are those that know more than 
others. What matters here is that consumers that have not been formally trained still engage 
with and participate in visual practices; deploying whatever amount of visual literacy they have. 
In stating that though, Paquin’s extended taxonomy of visual literacy that categorises visual 
literacy skills into three levels: primary, skilled and advanced is useful in certain parts of this 
research to help give an understanding of the consumer’s interpretation of certain images (cited 
in Pettersson 2002, p.79). The main difference between these levels is that at a simple level 
individuals can create simple works and identify elements such as colour, shape and size of 
objects. At an advanced level individuals can describe concepts visually and have the ability to 
produce original conceptualisations in image form. 
Despite the debates within the field, as seen here there are points of congruence that are useful 
to take into this research. While Debes definition, together with the skill lists mentioned above, 
are an important part of the foundation being set for this research, visual literacy theory is also 
important to consider so as to solidify that underpinning. As such, visual literacy theory is now 
surveyed to identify which concepts are useful in the context of this study. 
2.5 Towards a Theory of Visual Literacy 
Just as visual literacy theorists have an arduous task when trying to agree on a visual literacy 
definition, there is an even greater difficulty when trying to make sense of visual literacy theory 
(Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011). This, Suhor and Little argue, may be because visual literacy 
is at best ‘an ingenious orchestration of ideas,’ rather than a coherent area of study (cited in 
Avgerinou and Ericson 1997, p.283). Relatedly, others ask ‘is it an area of study?’ (Seels 1994, 
p.102) or is it a movement? (Heinich et al. 1996). Furthermore, Braden and Hortin (1982) 
question whether visual literacy is an actual discipline in itself or just a concept that influences 
other disciplines (similar questions have been posed about consumer culture theory - see 




If the term ‘discipline’ refers to ‘a branch of knowledge of scholarship’ … it could then be 
argued that visual literacy does not consist of a discipline, as our knowledge about it is 
rather scattered and still under debate … If by profession we understand a vocation or 
calling, especially one that involves some branch of advanced learning…again visual 
literacy cannot be qualified ... Finally, sufficient evidence exists to defend visual literacy 
as a field or area of study without any particular need to distinguish between the terms 
used. Engagement with the visual literacy literature demonstrates that the visual literacy 
status falls somewhere between the categories of ‘field’ and ‘area of study’. Visual literacy 
cannot fully qualify as a ‘field’ of integrated knowledge, research and practice; conversely, 
it cannot be reduced to a vague ‘area of study’.  
In light of this, visual literacy can be referred to not as an area that is studied but as a movement 
towards disciplinary understanding. However, Johnson (cited in Braden 1993, p.4) proclaims 
that visual literacy is simply ‘bogged down’ with too many definitions and is nothing but a 
confluence of theories ‘brought together to form a vague, unorganised concept that tries to 
explain the notion of visual sequencing,’ or the order in which we take in sequences of visual 
information. Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) highlight that the issue with putting definite 
boundaries on the field is similar to the definition problem. They claim that there are simply 
too many scholars from different disciplines, each offering pieces of theory from their own 
perspectives. In light of this, they argue that even though all the pieces of theory amount to a 
substantial amount of knowledge, they do not work as a coherent whole. Nevertheless, in an 
attempt to formulate some kind of theoretical structure, Baca and Braden (1990) have employed 
the Delphi method of enquiry to clarify the concepts of visual literacy and to explore the 
disagreements within the construct. They invited 88 visual literacy theorists to participate based 
on their contribution to the JOVL and IVLA conferences between 1984 and 1988 (Avgerinou 
1997). The outcome of this study was that there seemed to be ample agreement regarding the 
basic precepts of visual literacy among those who study it, which indicated that the issue of 
disagreement is not as serious as previously believed (Baca cited in Braden 1993). Thus, in a 
similar evaluation to the definition debate, Avgerinou (2003) affirms that what really matters 
in the study of visual literacy are the points of convergence. According to Avgerinou and 
Pettersson (2011) these are that visual communication, visual perception, visual thinking, 
visual learning and visual language are inextricably linked to visual literacy and should 
therefore, form the basic constructs of visual literacy theory. Before outlining the five main 
constructs of visual literacy it is first worth briefly noting that while the field of visual literacy 
enquiry has clear tensions among those studying it regarding its definition and structured theory, 
visual literacy offers a valuable lens for exploring the visually literate consumer. It also 
facilitates an examination of the impact that visual learning, knowledge and execution has on 
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consumer society, further providing insight into how images are used by consumers for the 
purpose of intentional communication, creative expression and aesthetic enjoyment. 
2.6 The Constructs of Visual Literacy 
As stated here there are five constructs that are seen to be fundamental to visual literacy. These 
are visual communication, visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning and visual 
language. While each of these are briefly mentioned here they are discussed in later chapters 
in relation to the Orla Kiely brand and also considered when reviewing participant interviews.  
2.6.1 Visual Communication 
As outlined in the introductory chapter, visual communication is central to our lives; both in 
the way we consume images (presented to us) and use images to communicate or express 
ourselves (Berger 1989). Echoing this view, visual literacy theorists agree that visual 
communication, the process by which we receive and convey visual meaning through images, 
is central to the study of visual literacy (Bamford 2003). As far as the constructs of visual 
literacy are concerned visual communication can be viewed as the overarching concept that 
connects the other four: visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning and visual language. 
As Debes (1969b) maintains, the purpose of having visual literacy is to be able to communicate 
thoughts and ideas in image form. Thus, the visual image is the end result of the individual’s 
process of communication that begins with visual perception and visual thinking; involves 
visual learning and an individual’s use of visual language.  
2.6.2 Visual Perception and Visual Thinking 
Visual perception is the dynamic process of visual enquiry that could be explained as a complex 
responsiveness. On the simplest level, visual perception is a system that allows the brain to 
process visual information. While on a more complex level, Stern and Robinson (1994) contend 
that it is a never-ending, subjective process where individuals make sense of their experience, 
thoughts and values through a continual cyclic interaction between the states of selection, 
organisation and interpretation. In other words, individuals become aware and mindful of their 
visual environment; they read, select and gather information through the senses and organise 
that information to create meaning. According to Arnheim (1969) visual perception is 
intrinsically linked with visual thinking (an important aspect of visual problem solving). 
Moreover, he claims that visual perception is visual thinking and cannot take place without it. 
In later work Arnheim (1986, p.136) states: 
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The passive ability to receive images of sensory things…would be useless if there did not 
exist in the mind a further and higher active faculty capable of shaping these images, and 
of correcting the errors, that derive from sensory experience. 
In other words, visual information being perceived is useless unless it is organised and 
interpreted by the mind. In stating that, the biological structure of the eye is also fundamental 
to the process of perception, to both the initial stage of looking and selection and the later stage 
of information organisation and processing. For perception to occur light must enter the eye 
through the cornea and then through the pupil that controls the amount of light entering the eye. 
Next the retina, a light sensitive layer at the back of the eye, directs an electrical signal to the 
optic nerve (cable of nerve fibres), or visual pathway, sending the message from the pupil to 
the primary visual cortex (or V1 as it is otherwise known) located at the back of the brain. Here 
these visual messages are interpreted and refined. Figure 2.3 below represents this process and 
shows how the retina of the eye (on the right) is connected to the optic nerve that transports the 
information from the eye to the visual cortex at the back of the brain (on the left side of this 
image).  
                                     
 
  Figure 2.3 The visual pathway (Source: Goldman, 2010) 
 
Since the world is overcrowded with stimuli, the eye cannot focus on every visual at the same 
time (Schroeder 2002). According to Berger (1972), individuals only see what actually grabs 
the curiosity or attention of the eye, determined by the needs of an individual at the time e.g. 
in looking for a particular car in a car park, or maybe something that catches their eye through 
its design features. Stern and Robinson (1994) refer to this selection activity, where individuals 
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only notice what needs to be noticed, as the selection stage of visual perception. Here, the 
viewer ignores what they do not want to see being influenced at the same time by subjective 
factors such as feelings or personal beliefs, values and attitudes (Stern and Robinson 1994). On 
this point, Sabar (2013, p.8) states: 
Our eyes are not like a camera or a window. We do not see the world objectively. Rather, 
what we see is interpreted and given meaning by the observer, based on memories, 
expectations, beliefs, values, fears, assumptions, emotional states, and more. 
Therefore, when assessing the selection process, it is valuable to understand an individual’s 
frame of reference so as to appreciate their reactions and responses (this is discussed further in 
Chapter 7, when the participants reveal certain moods or feelings and self-concepts that affect 
their consumption and use of Orla Kiely). 
Once the eye selects the visual of interest, the feature detectors in the optic nerve prepare the 
image so that the primary visual cortex can deconstruct it for the next stage: the organisation 
of stimuli. This organisation stage of perception occurs once the visual information reaches 
the brain so sense can be made of it. During this visual information processing various visual 
principles are used to help individuals organise the information. Gestalt principles, for example, 
help to explain how individuals make sense of the whole image rather than just looking at 
individual parts (Wong 2010). In this Gestalt view, the image is assessed in relation to the 
interdependent and dynamic interaction of parts, where one part cannot be changed without 
affecting the entire image (Saber 2013). There are six common Gestalt laws: figure/ground that 
helps to discuss how the eye distinguishes between an object in the foreground, separating it 
from the background; proximity that assists in the discussion of how elements that are close 
together are perceived by the eye as a grouping; similarity that explains how the mind groups 
similar images together; continuance that details how the eye is compelled to move through 
one aspect of an image to the next and closure that identifies how the brain fills in missing parts 
of the image so as to understand it. In this Gestalt view individuals identify collective features 
that link the stimuli together so that they can simplify, and organise this gathered visual 
information. Simplifying the data simplifies the interpretation. By understanding such 
processes, we can reflect on ways of seeing, and gain insight into an individual’s reality as they 
see it (Berger 1972).  
Following this organisation stage, and once visual information is simplified; the interpretation 
stage (the final stage of perception) ensues and gives meaning to the entire process of looking. 
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During this process the temporal lobes give data meaning by comparing the incoming 
information to that already stored in memory: a clearly subjective part of the perception process 
(Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011). Gregory (cited in McLeod 2007) argues that an individual’s 
prior knowledge and past experience is important here as it is the accumulation of previous 
short-lived fragments of data stored in the brain’s memory bank that creates what are essentially 
fabricated depictions of reality. They are fictitious because each reality is coming from how 
the mind interprets them. As Arnheim (1969, p.15) outlines, ‘our thoughts influence what we 
see, and vice versa’. In this view, visual perception is not a transparent process. On this point 
Attneave (1974, p.493) argues: 
Naively, it seems to us that the outside world, the world around us, is a given, it is just 
there ... We all feel as if our experiencing of the world around us were quite direct. 
However, the apparent immediacy of this experience has to be more or less illusory, 
because we know that every bit of our information about external things is coming through 
our sense organs, or has come in through our sense organs at some time in the past.  
In this sense, the visual references that are built into an individual’s memory bank allow them 
to see their very own version of reality. This point reiterates another made above, that when 
studying visual literacy or the visually literate individual it is imperative to acknowledge the 
individual’s life experience. Thus, each individual’s experience must be considered as 
individual, subjective and ever evolving as new experiences are continually occurring and 
therefore, new information is being frequently deposited into their visual memory bank. 
Likewise, when considering visual perception and visual thinking in this research, the 
subjective nature of the participant’s experiences are also essential to acknowledge. Stern and 
Robinson (1994, p.44) state that the process of visual perception involves the cyclical 
interaction between states of selection, organisation and interpretation and that these stages 
occur simultaneously as a ‘never-ending process of visual thinking.’  As such ‘our thoughts 
influence what we see and vice versa’ (Arnheim 1969, p.15).  
The Art of Seeing Art™ is a model of visual perception that emerged from the 2014 
International Visual Literacy Conference and is currently being used to describe how viewers 
engage with art in a process of looking, observing, seeing, describing, analysing 
and interpreting. In its explanation given on Vislit.org, looking is described as the ‘calling 
special attention to’ and taking the time to look carefully at an image. Observation is defined 
as the more active process that demands both the viewer’s time and attention. It requires the 
individual to look at the image even more closely so that they can begin ‘to build up a mental 
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catalogue’ of the visual elements seen in the image. Seeing is explained as the mental process 
of perception and involves linking the information taken in by the eyes ‘with prior knowledge 
and experiences in order to create meaning.’ In this view, looking is a fleeting act and seeing 
is comprehension. Describing involves the arranging of thoughts about what is being seen, 
identifying all aspects of the image to include the visual elements within the image. Analysis 
then uses these details to assess how all elements described ‘fit together to tell a story’ and 
lastly, interpretation takes this knowledge and combines it with previous knowledge to draw 
conclusions about the image. When discussing this model it is argued that this process is 
cyclical in nature; that the interpretation ultimately leads back to looking (this process of seeing 
is similar to that described in relation to life drawing in the introductory chapter). It also stated 
(on Vislit.org where the model features) that after being interpreted once an image can never 
be interpreted the same way again. Thus, the process of looking, observing, seeing, describing, 
analysing and interpreting starts all over again with a new perspective. This model is useful 
when analysing the consumer interviews in this study as it allows for their level of engagement 
with Orla Kiely to be evaluated. As stated earlier, this research does not focus on levels of 
visual literacy but the relevance of visual literacy in the individual’s own reality; how it enables 
them to communicate their intended message visually. Using the concepts of visual perception 
and visual thinking in this research helps to consider what it is about Orla Kiely that initially 
grabbed the participants’ attention as it sat amidst other visual stimuli. It helps to explain how 
the participants arrange and make sense of that visual information so that they can use their 
understanding of it for the purpose of their own visual communication. Moreover, the model 
facilitates the exploration of how the participants visualise through images for the purpose (and 
prerequisite) of creating or constructing images of their own (Seels 1994).  
2.6.3 Visual Learning  
Within the field of visual literacy, there are two views regarding the development of visual 
literacy. The first asserts visual abilities are inherent (Cassidy and Knowlton 1983), the second 
argues that individuals can be taught how to see (Braden 1993). Although there may be some 
truth in both, Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) maintain that the latter that recognises visual 
skills to be learnable, teachable and capable of development is the dominant view in the field 
of visual literacy. Dondis (1973) asserts that although sight is natural, having effectiveness in 
the construction and interpretation of images can only be attained through training and 
experience. In this view, for visual literacy to develop there is learning involved and the 
learning is visual. Individuals refine visual skills and develop visual literacy as they learn how 
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to use, interpret and analyse this stored information (from the individual’s experiences as 
mentioned above) for the purpose of visual communication. Similarly, Turbayne (1970, p.125) 
highlights that just as an individual must learn how to respond to words in the verbal learning 
process, the same is expected of the individual who is learning to see. He states: 
To see an object is to recognise it, to know roughly how far away it is, its size, shape and 
position in relation to us. But this involves knowing how to do things with it. Remembering 
how long it takes to reach it, and feeling incipient movements in our muscles. Only a 
fragment of all that is fused into the object seen is actually presented. The rest are 
remembered associations including remembering how we acted in similar cases. 
However, simply recognising a visual does not imply that individual has visual literacy 
(Schroeder 2002). It is more about how they have gathered the knowledge to know what to do 
with it (in this case that they know how to use it for the purpose of communication, expression 
or aesthetic enjoyment). Visual literacy theorists are adamant that visual literacy involves more 
than just being able to receive and react to visual messages. Further arguing that there is a 
significant difference between reactive response and critical or literate understanding (Feldman 
1976). Consequently, as stated in this research, an integral part of visual literacy is thinking 
about looking; where individuals actively engage with visual phenomena to take the process 
further to engage the mind (Seels 1994). Capturing this notion Arnheim (1969, p.14) states:  
A difference between passive reception and active perceiving is contained even in 
elementary visual experience. As I open my eyes, I find myself surrounded by a given 
world: the sky with its clouds, the moving waters of the lake, the wind … It exists by itself 
without my having done anything noticeable to produce it. But is this awareness of the 
world all there is to perception? … By no means. That given world is only the scene on 
which the most characteristic aspect of perception takes place. Through that world roams 
the glance, directed by attention, focusing the narrow range of sharpest vision now on this, 
now on that spot, following the flight of a distant sea gull, scanning a tree to explore its 
shape. This eminently active performance is what is truly meant by visual perception … 
the world emerging from this perceptual exploration is not immediately given. Some of its 
aspects build up fast, some slowly, and all of them are subject to continued confirmation, 
reappraisal, change, completion, and correction, deepening of understanding.  
  
 
Arnheim stresses that the world exists and that is a given. However, he argues that if an 
individual is to be attentive and focused, he or she can take part in the ‘active performance’ of 
visual perception, which consequently leads to visual learning. Being visually aware and active 
helps individuals gather a body of visual information they can then use to communicate through 
visual means. This study explores the idea that Orla Kiely provides a visually stimulating visual 
language that lures consumers into engagement. As such Orla Kiely is a visual resource that 
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consumers can use to practice constructing visual statements in a sort of ‘active performance’. 
Furthermore, there is the potential that as they construct their own images using Orla Kiely, 
they are contemplating and learning about visual composition. As such they are possibly 
refining their visual knowledge and further developing their visual skills. The concept of visual 
learning is discussed at various stages in this research: in Chapter 6 when the design practices 
of the Orla Kiely design team are being discussed and also in relation to the participants’ visual 
practices with Orla Kiely in Chapter 7. It must be stated here though that tracing the consumers’ 
visual learning or measuring the development of their visual literacy is not part of this research. 
This would require a longitudinal study and is outside the scope of this project. As such it is an 
area recommended for future research. 
2.6.4 Visual Language 
When Debes (1969b) initiated and organised the visual literacy movement, his main interest 
was in visual language. While other visual literacy theorists appreciate its importance, they also 
emphasise its complex and chaotic nature (Turbayne 1970; Dondis 1973; Ausburn and Ausburn 
1978; Braden and Hortin 1982; Moore and Dwyer 1994; Seels 1994; Avgerinou 2009; 
Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011). Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) contend that its ambiguity 
actually makes it impossible to definitively categorise its meaning. As Avgerinou (1997) 
explains, there are many forms of visual language to be considered: body language (gestures 
used for non-verbal communication), object language (use of objects for non-verbal 
communication), sign and symbol language, and abstract language. Bamford (2003, p.3) 
further states that unlike other forms of communication the visual language system exists 
without a fixed vocabulary. Moreover, visual language does not follow the same structure and 
agreed definitions as in verbal language. As such, using and understanding visual language can 
be complicated (Dondis 1973). When comparing verbal and visual language, it is clear that the 
former has a structure that the latter lacks. For example, the verbal system stays relatively 
constant and is organised within a common structure, referenced for collective use. Visual 
language on the other hand is always open to interpretation and reinterpretation. In exploring 
further differences between them, it is acknowledged here that verbal language has an alphabet 
and strict rules for its use. For example, it has grammar: nouns (person, place, thing, idea); 
verbs (action, feeling, state of being); subjects (the noun or pronoun that perform the action); 
clauses (a group of words containing a subject and a verb); phrases (a group of words without 
a subject-verb component); pronouns (a word that take place of a noun); adjectives (words that 
describe a noun); adverbs (words that describe an action); prepositions (a word that indicates 
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location or relationship); and punctuation. Visual language is not so stringent. There is no visual 
alphabet (only visual elements) or visual dictionary with images and denotations. Hence, visual 
language must be recognised as contextual. Visual meaning is also cultural and, as such it 
would not be possible to formulate an international symbol system for collective use 
(Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011, p.12). For example, the use of visual elements in images can 
mean different things to different people e.g. in Japan red symbolises anger and danger, in 
South Africa it is the colour of mourning and in China red represents happiness and long life. 
In stating that though, visual language does have some structure.  
While mostly unstructured, visual language does however, comprise of visual elements that 
provide an alphabet of sorts. It also has a type of grammar, or accepted arrangements that are 
led by a set of principles for the purpose of composition. These help individuals understand the 
most effective ways to assemble visual elements together. The most commonly recognised 
visual elements are the dot; line (that can be horizontal, vertical, straight, curved, diagonal, 
zigzag; implied, contoured or outlined, actual, psychological and constructed or expressive; 
there is also line that creates depth or texture through stippling, modelling, cross-hatching, 
edges, shading); shape (that can be positive and negative, 2-dimensional, organic, geometric, 
objective and non-objective; shape as icon, form being shapes with volume or mass, actual 
mass/ implied mass, 3 dimensional forms); colour (known as primary colours, secondary 
colours, tertiary colours and described by hue, value, intensity, pigment, tint, temperature, tone, 
intensity, shade and by their relationship with other colours); texture (actual, visual, impasto or 
thickly layered, collage); direction; motion (implied, illusion of motion); space (composition, 
perspective, illusion, styles that are realistic, non-representational, abstract, figurative, stylised, 
idealised, romanticised) and scale (Arnheim 1969; Dondis 1973). In a comparison to verbal 
language these visual elements may be considered as words that help to form visual sentences, 
and what Dondis (1973) asserts to be fundamental to visual communication. She argues that ‘it 
is through their energy that the character of a visual solution takes form’ (1973, p.16). In order 
to put these elements together there are rules that guide the creator of the image. Bamford 
(2003) argues that these principles are the building blocks of images and asserts that when used 
together with visual techniques they can help create a comprehensible visual composition. 
These design principles are examined further in Chapter 6 when the designer practices at Orla 
Kiely are explored. In Chapter 7 then, visual language is further explored so as to examine how 




It is clear from this review that visual literacy is a complex discipline informed and influenced 
by interdisciplinary concerns and tensions. Nonetheless, looking beyond certain disagreements, 
one can find value in the interdisciplinary nature of visual literacy. Its wide disciplinary 
parameters offer fluidity of both definition and theoretical approaches, which have enabled 
interesting studies and visual investigations. When employing visual literacy as a lens for 
research, scholars would be well served to identify a definition suitable for their research 
purpose and accept visual literacy for its core concepts, so that they can apply relevant theory 
to their own research. With this considered, Debes’ (1969b) definition is deemed most suitable 
here as it appreciates the multi-sensory experience and identifies how a visually literate 
individual can comprehend and enjoy visual communication. As stated in the introductory 
chapter, consumer culture is awash with multi-sensory experiences and images that consumers 
comprehend and enjoy - employing visual abilities to do so. Many of these abilities (indicative 
of a visually literate individual) are itemised above and are used in this research to explore how 
these skills are employed by the consumer to deploy visual literacy.  
Also identified in this chapter are the main concepts of visual literacy to include visual 
communication, visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning and visual language. In 
consumer culture, visual communication is central for brands to convey meaning to consumers 
and for consumers to convey meaning to others. The concept is used here to add to existing 
research within consumer culture theory that examines how brands visually communicate their 
brand identity, branding style and brand logo to entice consumer engagement. Further, it will 
be used to explore how, on the other side, consumers visually communicate their identity, style 
and visual mark in society as they deploy visual literacy. In summary, visual perception comes 
into play when examining how Orla Kiely engages the consumer and how the consumer 
receives and understands the brand’s visual messages. The concept of visual thinking then 
enables the exploration of how these consumers visualise and think about the images they want 
to create (using Orla Kiely) before they actually create them. Visual learning is an interesting 
concept to consider in this research, as it does not often feature in consumer culture theory 
literature. In consumer research there seems to be an assumption that consumers know how to 
use brands and objects to communicate meaning. However, the manner in which they learn 
how to do this is not often explored. This research posits that brands like Orla Kiely facilitate 
consumers’ visual learning by providing them with sophisticatedly designed objects that they 
can learn from as they interact with them. In this research Orla Kiely’s distinct visual language 
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is explored as part of the investigation into the brand’s design practices and visual 
communication strategies. While, this chapter identifies visual literacy as the primary lens for 
this research, when considering the many components in this investigation (the consumer, the 
brand, the design objects, the visual experience, visual consumption and visual responses), 
theories from other disciplines that include: brand culture, design, art and aesthetics are also 
recognised as needed to further inform this study. The next chapter explains how each of these 
additional disciplinary fields provides useful theories for the purpose of exploring the 










































































Art is a state of encounter. 













CHAPTER 3. DESIGN-LED BRAND CULTURE 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The introductory chapter situated this research within consumer culture and argued that 
individuals who actively engage with the visual world can develop and refine visual literacy. 
Building on this, second chapter then identified concepts from within the field of visual literacy 
that would suitably enable related discussions. Hence, it was then stated that consumer culture 
facilitates the development and deployment of visual literacy. While concepts from visual 
literacy are being used to underpin the theoretical framework of this research, alone they are 
insufficient for a comprehensive discussion of how individuals deploy visual literacy through 
consumption. Thus, in this chapter, theories from other disciplines are explored to show how 
they too inform this project. Maxwell (2013) suggests that when it comes to the theoretical 
framework of any study, researchers should not just use one that is readymade but rather should 
purposively construct their own. He further states that it should be bespoke to reflect the 
primary focus of the research, developed by merging borrowed pieces to create a new structure. 
Taking heed, a specific framework has been created for this research purpose; compound but 
fitting, in order to discuss the different aspects of visual literacy within consumer society. This 
allows visual literacy to be addressed from the viewpoint of the brand’s designers and then the 
consumer, while considering the other components involved: material objects and aesthetic 
experiences. The purpose of this chapter then is to clarify how theories from brand culture, 
design, art and aesthetics have been assembled and deployed to further inform this research.  
Consumer culture is saturated with brands and images competing for consumer consideration. 
While some brands succeed in attracting and retaining the consumer’s attention, others do not. 
The brands that do it well sometimes reach iconic status. This chapter explores the idea of the 
iconic brand through the lens of brand culture, a view of brand management that considers the 
cultural aspects of brands. Brand culture is explained below as an approach employed by brands 
to compete and succeed in a congested marketplace. This chapter details how design is used by 
some of these brands as a valuable strategy to create customer value. It further explains how in 
employing design management as part of a cultural strategy, brands can generate and sustain 
competitive advantage. In this conversation, design thinking as well as designer practices are 
explored to add insight. This chapter also confirms that brand culture is co-created. Therefore, 
producers, consumers, and other stakeholders of the brand are acknowledged for having an 
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important role in the creation of brand identity, brand meaning and brand culture. Through 
branding, new cultural meanings and practices arise and develop in relation to brands 
(Schroeder et al. 2015b, p.4). Considering this, it is explained in this chapter how design-led 
brands like Orla Kiely (that have built strong brand cultures), activate consumer engagement. 
Subsequently they inspire consumers to participate in visual practices (involving branded 
objects that potentially enable consumers to develop and deploy visual literacy). In this view, 
the deployment of visual literacy is something that can result from, and can be further 
developed as a consequence of consumers’ engagement with brand culture. Taking this into 
consideration, brand culture then becomes an energetic network of aestheticisation (Verwijnen 
1998), linking consumers with objects through the visual. In other words brand culture is a 
facilitator of visual practices.  
3.2 Brands in Culture  
Balmer (2006, p.34) states that culture and branding are ‘inextricably linked’, a relationship 
O’Reilly views as obvious (2005, p.583). In this context, Schroeder (2009, p.125) supports a 
distinct research approach that reflects the cultural aspects of branding. While conventional 
branding literature recognises culture as a resource for branding processes, literature on brand 
culture extends this view by acknowledging how brands subsequently inflect and shape culture 
with their own meanings (Schroeder 2008b). Notably then, brand culture recognises brands as 
co-creators of culture (Zhiyan et al. 2013), thus, facilitating the investigation of the 
interrelationship between cultural processes and brand meaning (Banerjee 2007, p.313). At the 
same time it enables researchers to further investigate how brands become symbolic carriers of 
important cultural codes (Schroeder and Salzer-Morling 2006, p.10). Holt (2002, p.6) 
maintains that cultural codes fill up the brand marker, name, logo and design, with meaning, 
further contending that as brands collide with everyday life they themselves become reinforced 
conventions and consequently develop into cultural artefacts. Describing how this is achieved, 
O’Reilly clarifies that by embedding ‘marketing communication messages into film, television, 
street level and ambient-media, (brands) naturalise their presence so that … they become the 
culture’ (2005, p.583). In other words, as brands become a natural part of everyday living they 
become as stated above, cultural artefacts. In this way, Schroeder (2008) argues that brands 
that permeate culture with meaning exert profound influence on contemporary society. As a 
particular lens through which to view brand management, brand culture reflects the cultural, 
historical and sociological dimensions of branding practices and processes in corporate strategy 
(Holt 2004; Schroeder and Salzer-Morling 2006; Schroeder 2009). That is to say that it engages 
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with cultural issues within management thinking, appreciating that culture and history put 
context on the brand’s interaction with consumers and society (Schroeder 2010, p.2). Therefore, 
brand culture can be seen to occupy the ‘theoretical space between strategic concepts of brand 
identity, consumer interpretation (and perception), and market response’ (Schroeder 2009, 
p.124). In other words brand culture allows for brands used in everyday living to be explored. 
Considering this, Schroeder (2008) asserts that brand identity, brand image and brand culture 
should form equal concerns for brand management.  
Branding for many organisations has become of strategic importance rather than just a tactic 
employed by management (O’Reilly 2005). While Holt (2004) identifies three conventional 
branding models often used by brands: mindshare, emotional and viral branding, he stresses 
that it is a cultural branding approach that brands should concern themselves with. In his review 
of the established branding models, Holt affirms the mindshare model is outdated, the 
emotional branding model difficult to execute in an authentic manner and viral branding he 
views as just faddish. He further contends that while these approaches are suitable for some 
‘utilitarian or low involvement brands’ they do not build iconic brands (a concept discussed 
further below). Holt (2004, p.20) views the mindshare model in particular as simply a method 
that managers hold onto because it is an ‘easy rationalisation for the branding task’. Indeed, 
Brown (2006, p.64) argues that trying to capture and communicate brand essence in a ‘one-
word-one-brand ideal’ is weak in today’s ‘ambiguous world.’ That is to say that focusing on a 
unique selling point (USP) is insufficient for success in a competitive marketplace. Having said 
that a cultural approach to branding is not by any means an anti-USP or anti-brand identity 
strategy. On the contrary, a brand culture approach realises that these are vital to brand building. 
However, they are viewed as components of a bigger management picture. Balmer (2006) 
insists brands are of a three-dimensional nature, and therefore, have management concerns both 
inside and outside the organisation and also across it. As is explained further below, this view 
acknowledges the importance of the multiple components involved in building brand culture.  
Corporate brands work well with a cultural approach to branding (Schultz and Hatch 2006). As 
Balmer and Gray (2003) confirm, having deep cultural roots is actually one of the most 
identifiable characteristics of a corporate brand. While the benefits of using this cultural 
approach are obvious, Schultz and Hatch (2006) argue that nevertheless, this type of brand 
management is complex and contains many managerial paradoxes that must be faced. First, 
corporate brands must differentiate themselves in the marketplace but must also show they 
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belong. They are called upon to adjust and adapt to unstable market developments and 
preferences. They must maintain cultural heritage, while creating contemporary relevance. 
They are required to balance and integrate global and local branding strategies. Further, they 
must manage a culture-driven and image-driven brand (Schultz and Hatch 2006). With this in 
mind, Schultz and Hatch (2006) suggest the corporate branding toolkit (shown in Figure 3.1 
below) should be used as a brand management framework for successfully building a brand’s 
cultural resonance and relevance. Within this toolkit, there are four equally important 
components: brand identity, stakeholder image (the outside view of the organisation), strategic 
vision (goals for future achievement) and organisational culture (the internal values and beliefs 
of the organisation). Each of these branding components is discussed further in Chapter 5 and 
6 when exploring how Orla Kiely, as a corporate brand, takes a cultural approach to branding.  
 
                                   
Figure 3.1 Illustration of the corporate branding toolkit (Source: Schultz and Hatch, 2006) 
 
While implementing this toolkit is a multifaceted challenge, the effort is often worth the labour. 
As Holt (2004) confirms, brands that take the cultural approach to branding, and do it well, 
have the potential to become iconic. Discussing the art icon, Berger (1972, 5:58) reveals that: 
Worshipers converge upon it. Behind its image is God. Before it, believers close their eyes; 
they do not need to go on looking at it. They know that it marks the place of meaning … 
Icons can now be seen in the home … the days of pilgrimage are over.  
 
Brands are similar to art in some ways when it is considered that they too are revered, some 
even like art icons. Brands are also markers of meaning and because of mass-production can 
be taken into the homes of consumers. According to Holt (2003) iconic brands share and 
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embody common characteristics. They also engage in common branding activities. For one, 
they target a cultural contradiction or tension in society supporting specific ideologies 
(important cultural constructs that have become truths to shape our everyday actions) that 
resonate with consumers (Holt and Cameron 2010, p.175). Holt (2003) calls attention to the 
importance of relaying these ideologies to consumers through brand myths or brand stories so 
as to forge deep connections between them. Nike, for example, has built strong emotional ties 
with consumers who identify with its story of the hero’s journey; one captured in the brand’s 
motto ‘just do it.’ This Holt (2003) argues is the myth of ‘achievement through perseverance.’ 
Another identifiable characteristic of an iconic brand is its ability to lead. Iconic brands are 
charismatic leaders, cultural activists that do not follow trends; they are artists who ‘treat 
cultural developments as a palette with which to create’ (Holt 2003, p.42). They are ‘self-
orientated creators’ (Rodner and Kerrigan 2014, p.104). With this in mind, cultural branding 
strategy allows such brands to be built using innovative ideologies. Notably, Holt and Cameron 
(2010, p.173) claim that the most loved and respected brands are cultural innovators. Apple is 
a good example of an adored and esteemed brand that continually drives its brand culture 
through innovation and design. According to Holt, iconic brands are perceived as credible; they 
have an ‘authentic populist voice,’ that consumers’ trust to have ‘a deep understanding of the 
point of view’ that is being articulated  (2003, p.42). The Adidas brand proclaims that 
‘impossible is nothing.’ In this slogan the brand conveys its deep understanding of personal 
possibility and thus, becomes a populist voice for determination. It reflects a universal theme 
and raises the consumer’s expectation of their own self-worth. Thus, it resonates deeply with 
them. As such, brands can be viewed as the primary commercial vehicle for presenting cultural 
expressions (Holt and Cameron 2004, p.174).  
What is happening here is that iconic brands are telling an important story, one that reflects an 
ideology consumers connect with. In this view, brands are storymakers rather than just simple 
storytellers (Berkowitz, cited in Di Somma 2014). Holt (2003) argues that icons are actually 
capsulated myths. In branding literature, the terms brand story and brand myth are used to 
describe the narratives brands create. While these terms are often used interchangeably, there 
are in fact distinctions that need to be made between the two. Brand stories are the narratives 
that reflect the organisation’s values, ideals, ideas, future vision, ethos and purpose (Schultz 
and Hatch 2006). The brand narrative is the brand story and is concerned with the brand’s 
history and its intended future. This narrative helps brands to communicate its values to its 
employees and consumers. This helps the brand connect to consumers through common 
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attitudes to the world. Narratives are quite managerial and embody hard work, the company’s 
visions for the future, its identity and in Orla Kiely’s case, good design. 
Myths are also stories, but are more mystical and embody an aura of magic. According to 
Brown (2006, p.51) such ‘ambiguity is central to the magical aura that surrounds legendary 
brands.’ The Oxford Dictionary states that a myth is a traditional narrative concerned with 
supernatural beings that embody popular ideas on natural and social phenomenon. However, 
Barthes (1957, p.131) claims that myths are not just fairy-tale stories of gods and heroes. Myths 
are compelling ideologies that become the ‘truth’ (Barthes 1957). In other words myths are 
what is hidden but that that is also taken for granted. A myth, he claims, makes people 
understand something but it imposes it on them. Cayla and Arnould (2008, p.101) contend that 
‘myths are anonymous and shared, and to survive they must be continuously appropriated by a 
social group.’ They claim that ‘myths integrate social groups by proposing meaning for social 
life; they ‘help people understand their place in society.’ Barthes (1957) argues that while 
myths are essentially manufactured stories they are presented to individuals as truthful 
ideologies and a natural set of values. The audience must have a belief in the story being told 
for a myth to be successful. Holt (2003) claims that brand myths are formed around popular 
ideologies that are working in opposition to cultural tensions. Furthermore, as Holt and 
Cameron (2010) assert, in order for a brand myth to resonate, ‘it must be constructed from 
compelling cultural codes that have well established historical meanings so that consumers can 
easily understand the intended meaning’. Apple’s brand myth, for example, was created to 
perpetuate the idea of thinking differently. In one particular advertising campaign to launch 
this ‘think different’ approach Apple used images of iconic figures, time-honored visionaries 





Figure 3.2 Apple's ‘Think different’ advertising campaign 1984 (Source: Engadget.com) 
 
The adverts (seen together in Figure 3.2) ran with this narrative: 
Here's to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels. The troublemakers. The round pegs in 
the square holes, the ones who see things differently. They're not fond of rules. And they 
have no respect for the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or 
vilify them. About the only thing you can't do is ignore them; because they change things. 
They push the human race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we 
see genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, 
are the ones who do. 
 
As Holt and Cameron (2010) state a myth is an instructive story that conveys certain ideologies. 
This campaign perpetuates the myth of creativity, innovation, bravery, passion, compassion 
and a willfulness that is admirable and desirable, an ideology that is commonplace in society. 
Holt (2003, p.36) claims ‘myths are neither fact nor fiction’ but ‘present a way of understanding 
the world, so compelling that believers feel it must be true.’ After all, for a myth to be affective 
it must be believed. Apples brand myth is so compelling that consumers use it so that they too 
might change the world. In this research both brand story and brand myth are used to address 
certain aspects with the discussion of the Orla Kiely brand. The former is used more generously 
to describe the whole story of the brand that includes its design-led ethos, its values embedded 
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in quality design, its interest in visual language and its heritage in mid-century design. Chapter 
5 and 6 explore the Orla Kiely brand story and examine how through its design management 
strategy the brand assures all aspects of its branding activities reflect the main storyline. Brand 
myth then is used more specifically to discuss an important aspect of the brand story: the way 
in which Orla Kiely seems to have identified a tension in society and then provides an opposing 
ideology, embodied in the designs it creates. Chapter 7 then explores how consumers identify 
with Orla Kiely’s brand myth whilst they deploy visual literacy to convey this myth in relation 
to their own identity narrative. 
While above the organisation is acknowledged as the primary author of the brand story (Holt 
2002), viewing brand building as a one-way communication process is too simplistic 
(Bengtsson and Ostberg 2006). As Schroeder et al. (2015b, p.7) stress, there are other brand 
actors that create brand value and meaning in both intentional and unintentional ways. As such 
Bengtsson and Ostberg (2006) maintain that they must be acknowledged for their co-creative 
role in brand construction. O’Reilly (2005, p.582) similarly resists the notion that brands are 
built by managers alone and claims this view negates the consumer’s role in the making of 
meaning. Zhiyan et al. (2013, p.20) state that something else to remember is ‘while companies 
painstakingly employ time-tested strategic branding techniques … consumers of all varieties 
invest brands with particular meanings by consuming them in socially negotiated ways’. In this 
view, O’Reilly (2005, p.579) contends that production and consumption can be viewed as 
‘mutually constitutive’. To this end he argues that brand culture must be considered beyond the 
organisation where it is ‘socially constructed’. Holt (2002) outlines the other co-authors of 
brand culture as: influencers, popular culture and consumers. He claims these have the ability 
to influence and even rewrite the brand story. Explaining this further he states that influencers 
(e.g. bloggers, the media, journalists etc.) voice opinions about the brand in various media 
forms and outlets that can affect the brand image in a positive or negative manner. Popular 
culture has the ability to add its own storyline through its intertextual relationships with the 
brand and consumers through their use of the brand. According to Zhiyan et al. (2013, p.20), 
brands serve consumers’ purpose. When consumers are interacting with brands then, their 
perception and experience may intercede with unexpected meanings to form their image of the 
brand (Schroeder et al. 2015b). Over time, brand culture is formed and developed through these 
frequent interactions occurring between consumers and brands (Schroeder et al. 2015a, p.2).  
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Before moving on, some important concepts from above are worth briefly reviewing so as 
understand why design theory is introduced in the next section. Brand culture acknowledges 
the co-creative nature of brands. It recognises that while brands appropriate cultural codes for 
branding purposes, brand meaning becomes naturalised as brands themselves become cultural 
artefacts. Building brand culture begins with the organisation and it is through the careful 
execution of a cultural branding strategy that brand culture develops. This cultural approach 
considers the importance of managing brands internally, externally and also throughout the 
organisation. Organisations employing this cultural approach appreciate that production and 
consumption are involved in building brand culture. As stated above cultural branding is 
complex and, for most organisations, it is a mammoth undertaking. Nevertheless, if the brand 
succeeds in composing an authentic brand story, one that stays true to its core values and its 
ideals, then it is possible for that brand to become iconic. Notably, some of the most iconic 
brands choose to emphasise their aesthetic qualities as part of their branding strategy. For some, 
the design aesthetic forms the foundation of their culture (Schroeder 2010b), e.g. Apple. Design 
here can be recognised for its ability to help brands differentiate themselves greatly in the 
marketplace (Montaña et al. 2007, p.831). Design as a management strategy then features 
within a cultural branding strategy. Together they offer a powerful mode of brand management. 
As Thomas Watson, the president of IBM announced in 1973, ‘good design is good business.’ 
This next section therefore, explores the idea of design as good business and as a necessary 
component for some brands to build brand culture. To note, design in the context of this 
research refers to both: ‘the mental plan for, and the process of making physical objects with 
the use of artistic methods’ (Johansson and Svengren Holm 2006, p.137) and also the surface 
qualities of the objects (e.g. print design). Its intended use will be made apparent in each context.  
3.3 Brand Culture and Design Management 
Schroeder and Salzer-Morling (2006, p.2) claim that understanding brands demands an 
appreciation of how their ‘aesthetic expression’ functions in the marketplace. In other words 
their design ‘face’ or the aesthetic surface qualities they embody. Many successful brands use 
design in this way, as a strategic asset in attaining brand equity, distinction and product quality 
(Cooper et al. 2011). Design management then is the business side of design, where both design 
and branding strategy are supported by one another. Brand management and design 
management are similar in that that they both begin with a strong relationship to the physical 
product and both share the same goals of trying to differentiate and position the brand, while 
at the same time creating value for consumers (Johansson and Svengren Holm 2006). They 
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differ in one key area and that is the way they view design. In brand management design is 
often seen as aesthetic decoration. Thus, when budgets are tight, product aesthetics are not seen 
as that important (Bangle 2001). However, when an organisation employs a design 
management strategy there are no compromises made over design. That is because for these 
organisations design is ‘a cherished concept for strategic innovation and differentiation’ 
(Johansson and Svengren Holm 2006, p.136). Effectively, design management is defined by 
what an organisation thinks of design, and what they think of management - be it a strategy, 
process or a styling (Borja de Mozota 2006, p.45). According to Gorb (1976), design operates 
across all areas to include: product (product design and package design), information (graphic 
design, web design, branding and media design) and environment (retail design and exhibition 
design). Design management, in this way, ensures connectedness between the internal 
workings of an organisation and the ‘external world of audiences, stakeholders, consumers and 
users’ (Best 2011, p.21). This understanding is similar to that already mentioned within the 
brand culture literature discussed above that highlights how internal and external 
connectedness helps to build powerful brands. Since the 1940s the role of design has gone from 
enabling function (where the role of design was to produce quality products that functioned 
well), to being used as a process of innovation during the 1980s, then as a form of creative 
strategy in the 1990s and to the more recent view that considers design thinking as a business 
model in its own right (Borja de Mozota 2006). O’Reilly (2005) asserts that every organisation 
engrossed in the production of culture has a culture of production. Notably, he explains that 
culture (be it a culture of design) is used to inform all ‘intra-organisational decisions and 
activities’ (2005, p.579). In other words, for organisations that consider design as their core 
competency, design becomes fundamental to all business management decisions.  
In their review of design management, Borja de Mozota and Kim (2009 p.70) argue that within 
the current trend toward Blue Ocean strategy (creating new market space rather than competing 
in an existing industry), design as a unique internal core competency is an important asset. As 
organisations increasingly search for new ways to differentiate themselves in the marketplace 
(while at the same time trying to enhance the user experience to increase business performance), 
design is a powerful tool to gain competitor advantage (Best 2011). Above all, design 
management is a way of embracing design as both a process and a management attitude, where 
design leadership is seen as a way to succeed in the marketplace (Borja de Mozota 2006). While 
intricate, this approach to management is highly profitable for organisations that execute it well. 





                                                 
Figure 3.3 The design ladder (Source: Bouncingideas.com) 
 
 In 2003 the Danish Design Centre developed the design ladder, seen in Figure 3.3, in an 
attempt to rank design maturity within organisations. This ladder has 4 levels. Level 1, at the 
bottom of the ladder, is associated with those organisations that do not consider design to be 
important for product or service development. Level 2 is where design is used for styling 
purposes only. At Level 3, design features as an important element in the company’s 
developmental processes. But at Level 4, at the highest point of this ladder, design is the 
strategy used as the instigator for progress and innovation (Best 2011). These organisations are 
considered to be design-led.   
Schroeder (2008) asserts that many brand battles occur in the visual domain of the marketplace. 
He argues that in an image saturated world, brands must demonstrate aesthetic knowledge and 
expertise to stand apart from their competitors. As Bloch (1995) confirms, it is often a product’s 
visual appearance (or aesthetic qualities) that is central to the ways consumers respond to it. 
Therefore, the more superior the design, the better the response. For Postrel (cited in Crilly et 
al. 2004), design often holds more value than utility. Consequently, the product’s aesthetic can 
be fundamental to a brand’s success in the market. Design management appreciates this and 
therefore, reveres the design team for their role in the brand’s successful product line. For 
design-led organisations aesthetic expertise (or visual literacy) originates with designers, who 
are valued for their training in form languages (described as visual elements and design 
principles in Chapter 2) as well as their ‘visionary thinking about future design’ (Johansson 
and Svengren Holm 2006, p.138). In organisations that employ design management, designers 
are encouraged to deploy their aesthetic knowledge during designer practices (Ewenstein and 
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Whyte 2007, p.689). Designer practices are essentially the activity of design (Fallman 2008, 
p.6). For example, the process by which the designers observe the market for elements that 
provide inspiration for design, then conceptualise new ideas and create new innovative 
products that consumers could not possibly have imagined wanting (Johansson and Svengren 
Holm 2006). The theory of designer practices then explores how during this progression 
‘cognitive processes influence the development of ideas’ (Ravasi and Stigliani 2012, p.467). It 
examines design thinking so as to appreciate the designers’ way of knowing what they know. 
It further attempts to grasp an understanding of how they make the decisions that they make 
(Ewenstein and Whyte 2007, p.691).  
Within design literature, there are various terms used to describe the design process and various 
aspects involved. It is worth noting here that many of these terms can be related back to those 
discussed in Chapter 2. Consequently, it is worth keeping in mind that aesthetic knowledge and 
visual literacy are comparable, as are visual language, design language and form language. 
Furthermore, design thinking and visual thinking are akin. However, it should be further 
clarified that design thinking within design literature can be discussed differently: in 
management discourse design thinking is described as a method for innovation and creating 
value. In design discourse, it is used to describe the actual process of design and the way 
designers think as they work (Woodilla cited in Hassi and Laakso 2011). While these terms 
(those from the field of visual literacy and those from design) are used interchangeably 
throughout this research, the design terms are mostly used within the confines of Chapter 5 and 
6 when discussing design from a professional perspective.  
Ewenstein and Whyte (2007) assert that aesthetic knowledge is embodied and is gathered over 
time as designers learn to understand the look and feel of objects. Additionally, they explain 
that aesthetic knowledge shows itself in two ways: symbolically, when the designer is able to 
express aesthetic knowledge with signs, and experientially, when expressed through feelings, 
e.g. when they know when something ‘just feels right’. The way aesthetic knowledge is 
described within design literature is comparable to the way visual literacy is described 
elsewhere (where it is stated that visual literacy is developed by seeing and having other 
sensory experiences). Furthermore, just as designers deploy their aesthetic knowledge both 
symbolically and experientially, likewise, consumers deploy visual literacy (using brands) 
symbolically and also expressively. While this research explores the aesthetic knowledge of 
the Orla Kiely design team in Chapter 6, it also explores the visual literacy of consumers in 
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everyday life in Chapter 7. With this in mind, visual practices and designer practices are also 
taken out of the design studio and into the ‘real world.’ As was stated in the introductory chapter, 
studying visual literacy exclusively within professional circles limits our understanding of its 
relevance in everyday life. Likewise, as Buchanan (1992) argues, exploring design from within 
the confines of the design studio is too individualistic a view. He stresses that the more social 




Figure 3.4 The domains of design culture (Source: Julier, 2006, p.73) 
 
As discussed above, brand culture acknowledges the co-creative nature of brands. Similarly, 
Julier (2006) argues that design culture should also be recognised as co-created. She highlights 
the active interrelationships between the designer, production and consumption and depicts the 
object as facilitating these interactions (seen in Figure 3.4). Hintikka (cited in Thomas 2006, 
p.45) states that objects are almost impossible to comprehend in their native state, and contends 
that it is the ‘ordering capabilities of human beings that render’ material culture comprehensible. 
Thomas (2006, p.46) further claims that because objects are forever ‘embedded in a complex 
network of relations between people and things, in cultural traditions and social relations,’ they 
are only comprehensible by viewing them in context. As often noted in design literature, the 
purpose of designer practices is form. Further noted in the social sciences is that culture is 
created and lived through objects (Woodward 2007). In fact, Tilley (2006, p.61) states that, 
‘material forms … are … the very medium through which… values, ideas, and social 
distinctions are constantly reproduced and legitimised’. Miller (1998) claims that by exploring 




While consumer research commonly discusses the role of objects in the lives of consumers 
(McCracken 1986; Mick 1986; Holt 1995; Arnould and Thompson 2005), Arnould states that 
few researchers within the field of consumer research have really explored ‘the properties of 
objects, and how these objects work’; namely what they do, in addition to what they mean 
(2003, p.606). According to Dant (2004), objects afford individuals the ability to do to things. 
They can act as tools that facilitate certain activities. However, he notes Gibson’s observation 
that ‘the affordance of something does not change as the need of the observer changes . . . The 
object does what it does because it is what it is’ (2004, p.65). In this study it is suggested that 
Orla Kiely’s design objects do what they do for consumers because of the way they were 
designed. Chapter 7 further explores this idea of affordance. It examines how Orla Kiely affords 
consumers the opportunity to construct images, deploy visual literacy and participate in visual 
practices. Kimbell (2009, p.2) explains that although design was once seen as a ‘socialised 
competence of professionals,’ it is now something everyone can practice ‘as part of our 
consumption activities’. In seeking to clarify the difference between the internal and external 
views of design, Kimbell (2009, p.11) presents two separate terms that embody how design can 
discussed. She suggests that design-as-practice be used to examine designer practices so as to 
facilitate discussions on what designers do in the studio, and design-in-practice to be used to 
discuss what happens next. She posits that after the designers have completed their work, the 
work of design is still incomplete. Kimbell asserts that as (s)he engages with it, the consumer 
stays involved in organising what the design is and becomes. In this view, the introduction of 
the notion of design-in-practice allows for the design conversation to continue outside of the 
design studio. This view does not then privilege the work done by designers and acknowledges 
the ‘incomplete nature of the process and outcomes of designing’ (2009, p.3). This view of 
design facilitates the discussion of the designer practices at Orla Kiely in Chapter 6. It also 
enables further discussion of the consumer experience once the designer’s work is complete in 
Chapter 7. When exploring the consumer experience of design, aesthetic theory provides some 
interesting concepts useful in this research. A brief overview of these concepts is now given. 
3.4 The Aesthetic Experience 
A traditional understanding of aesthetics is typically confined to art and to an assessment of 
beauty within the arts (Light and Smith 2005). Indeed, as Haapala (2005) reminds us, aesthetics 
was for a long time described as the philosophy of art. In what would be considered a traditional 
aesthetic experience, the viewer/object relationship is somewhat disconnected and to 
experience classic art there are certain rules of engagement that should be adhered to, e.g. do 
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not touch or silence please. Ratiu (2013) claims that these unspoken but acknowledged rules 
are put in place to facilitate looking, contemplation, distance and disengagement. Consequently, 
the viewer is detached from the object, both literally and metaphorically. Art objects in this 
way are presented as something to be looked at, gazed upon and considered as objects of 
enchantment (Hoskins 2006). When displayed the object is privileged, appreciating that such 
objects are typically constructed for the sole purpose of aesthetic appreciation. This would 
suggest that the aesthetic object should stand out from the monotony of everyday life. As such, 
galleries and museums take a fixed approach to display. Art is hung or placed in a specific 
location that does not allow it to be moved or modified. Saito (2007) argues that in this manner, 
the institutional agreements mentioned above are enforced to put boundaries on the experience. 
In other words the experience is controlled by the space it is in. Haapala (2005) claims that this 
space is used to create objects of wonder, so as to maximize ‘strangeness’ and minimise 
familiarity, thus, facilitating sensitive aesthetic appreciation. Consumer culture often 
appropriates this form of traditional aesthetics, particularly in retailing. Some retail settings 
give the appearance of a gallery or museum in the way they display objects (Joy et al. 2014). 
In such circumstances, products, like art objects are displayed to accentuate their aesthetic 
qualities. However, unlike galleries or museums, these stores also encourage consumers to try 
on, feel, touch and engage with objects in a type of somatic experience of aesthetic appreciation, 
where the mind and body, feelings and reason are intertwined in the aesthetic experience (Joy 
and Sherry 2003, p.259). In such a space, the brand constructs more of a relational aesthetic.  
In the visual arts, the term relational aesthetic is used to describe social situations that are 
conceptualised and created by artists. A key figure in the 1990s art movement, Nicolas 
Bourriaud states that this type of art is considered a ‘state of encounter,’ focused on ‘inter-
human relations’ of the artist, art object and the viewer (1998, p.18). He views the artist as a 
facilitator (rather than maker) of art and views art as information exchange between artist and 
viewer (TATE 2014). While relational art is often found within gallery walls, it abandons the 
traditional notions of engagement mentioned above i.e. seeking a disengaged viewer. It actually 
permits and even encourages the viewer’s participation; the viewer’s contribution is necessary 
for the work to be completed. Unlike the more traditional view of the art experience, one that 
pushes the interpretation of the work’s predefined meaning, participatory artworks 
acknowledge lived experience where meaning is in fact open-ended and ever changing. 
However, there are criticisms of relational art. White (2008) argues that participants are in fact 
powerless contributors that do not have any authority over the work of the artist. He further 
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claims they are not collaborators in any real sense. Further describing the artist as an experience 
curator, White affirms that within this context the artist retains control of the work. He reminds 
us that the artist chooses the concept and context of the encounter, and is also free to interject 
at any time if the art is not evolving the way they had envisioned. Considering this, it is the 
artist that ultimately frames the experience. This idea of the relational aesthetic is useful to 
convey how brands create social encounters to entice consumers to engage with the brand. At 
this point in the consumption experience, the brand is the experience curator in control of many 
aspects of it. However, unlike the relational aesthetic experience, the consumption experience 
does not remain in this one space, it moves from this context to another, which ultimately 
affects how the brand controls the experience. As commodities are taken from that point of 
encounter into consumers’ lives, a new aesthetic experience begins, one that is framed by the 
consumer and not the brand (this is similar to the concept of design-in–practice discussed 
above). As Arnould et al. (2004) explain this core consumption experience is the sensory 
experience where the consumer engages with, looks at, touches, smells, modifies, cleans, works 
on, rearranges and relocates objects.  
In the 20th century, John Dewey, an American philosopher and psychologist led a shift that 
brought aesthetic discourse out of the art space and into the everyday. Dewey encouraged the 
movement towards an appreciation of all facets of human experience, not just the art experience 
aimed at a privileged few. For Dewey (cited in Kuehn 2005), there was an entire spectrum of 
experiences with the underlying potential to be aesthetic (such as, viewing a stunning sunset, a 
colourful flower garden, or a glistening lake over a hill).  However, similar to the traditional 
view, Dewey still viewed the experience as something exceptional, ‘a momentary switching 
on’ that was out of the ordinary and where the practical attitude towards them was removed 
(Saito 2007, p.44). Dewey’s view considered the aesthetic experience to be a special one that 
stood out from the mundane. He considered it to be beautiful and one that affected the viewer’s 
emotional state. However, this idea of the awe-inspiring aesthetic proves problematic for recent 
theorists who consider ordinary everyday experiences and the qualities of everyday objects to 
be aesthetic (Berleant 2005, p.29). Stolnitz (cited in Saito 2007) upholds the view that 
everything can be considered worthy of aesthetic attention; this includes anything that can be 
sensed or perceived, imagined or conceptualised (the multisensory experience, as discussed in 
Chapter 2). Moreover, Berleant (2005, p.29) claims that the experience itself is only limited by 
our perceptual capabilities and our readiness to participate. Further, Leddy (cited in Saito 2007) 
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clarifies though that everyday aesthetic experiences do not need to be low-level experiences, 
just ones that are not so extraordinary that they leave the domain of the everyday.  
Saito (2007) emphasises that everyday objects should be evaluated in their own contexts that 
are applicable to everyday practices, leaving art to be judged within the institutional walls it 
was made for, and everyday objects judged, not in comparison to art, but on their own merits, 
as everyday objects with aesthetic values.  However, some design objects are comparable to 
art even though they are everyday objects. This complicates the discussion of some design 
objects being appreciated in everyday life. Everyday aesthetic theorists would argue that in the 
everyday aesthetic view the surface qualities of the objects cannot be separated from their 
function (Saito 2007). However, in these discussions the objects being discussed are noted as 
‘ordinary.’ Design-led brands like Orla Kiely have created an aesthetic that is far from ordinary. 
This will be demonstrated in Chapter 6. Its designs do ‘stand out’, thus withdrawing it from the 
everyday idea of ordinary and into the art model of appreciation. However, it is still an aesthetic 
object situated in the everyday. The defining boundaries in traditional aesthetics and everyday 
aesthetics differ greatly and as such, cause tension between scholars (Light and Smith 2005). 
Mandoki (2007, p.13) proclaims that the traditional view of aesthetics has a narrow focus that 
is promoted by those who ‘continue to work alone in museums, libraries and art galleries with 
their coffee table books and academic journals so as not to be disturbed by the smell, heat and 
sweat of everyday life’. To put it another way, those aligning themselves with traditional 
aesthetics do not appreciate the multisensory nature or chaotic display of the everyday aesthetic 
experience. Saito (2007), as a supporter of everyday aesthetics, states that using Western Fine 
Art as ‘the quintessential model’ of the aesthetic object is highly problematic. She argues that 
the non-art object will never fare well when defined in relation to their affinity to art. Saito 
further states that such evaluations will be best seen as ‘wannabe’ art falling short of the 
qualities expected from art (2007, p.13). She further stresses that just because something does 
not constitute art does not mean it is aesthetically uninteresting, inconsequential, or irrelevant. 
Even with these tensions this research appreciates both views as they help to address different 
parts of the consumption experience. Together with relational aesthetics, these perspectives 
above facilitate a discussion of beautifully designed objects that that are an important aspect of 
both the pre-consumption, purchase experience and core-consumption experiences of the 




This chapter concludes the theoretical framework of this research. It is shown here how theories 
from brand culture, design, art and aesthetics are useful for discussing the various components 
(and their relationships) involved in this project: the brand, the object, the consumer and the 
experience. While this framework includes many disciplinary perspectives, the concepts taken 
from each are related and some are even comparable. Furthermore, the connections between 
them have been noted. Within this review it was explained that brand literature acknowledges 
how brands appropriate culture to help them build brands and connect with consumers 
(O’Reilly 2005). Expanding this view, brand culture literature was noted for how it further 
recognises how brands imbed culture with meaning, therefore, considering them to be co-
creators of culture (Schroeder 2008b). It was noted that brands are naturalised in culture and 
thus, become reinforced conventions, developing them into cultural artefacts and myths. In this 
view Schroeder (2009) argues that brands are ideological referents that shape cultural rituals, 
economic activities and social norms. He argues that strong brands constantly develop the way 
we talk and think. This research contends that the deployment of visual literacy through 
consumption has become a social norm. As stated above, brands with strong brand cultures can 
exert profound influence on contemporary society. With this in mind, this research claims that 
Orla Kiely facilitates visual practices that develop the way consumers think visually. As such, 
it is argued here that iconic design-led brands like Orla Kiely can facilitate the development of 
visual literacy.  
This research considers Orla Kiely to be iconic because it embodies the attributes of an iconic 
brand (as described by Holt in his seminal text on the subject); the brand also functions in a 
manner that is expected of one. Iconic brands are considered leaders and, as such, provide 
consumer experiences that differ from other brands. Chapters 5 and 6, explore this concept 
further. In Chapter 5, Orla Kiely’s cultural approach to branding is explored by examining its 
design management strategy. Chapter 6 explains how, like other iconic brands, Orla Kiely has 
become a symbol of design excellence, which other brands aspire to (and often try to emulate). 
Chapter 7 then discusses how Orla Kiely stands out from the crowd by appealing to the 
consumer’s aesthetic sensibilities. Iconic brands have purpose beyond financial gain. For the 
Orla Kiely company, the brand owners insist that their purpose in business is to contribute to 
the aestheticisation of everyday life. This ‘storyline’ from the founders has helped create a 
brand myth and brand story that is truly believed by many consumers. As stated above, brands 
with strong brand cultures have a compelling, believable and authentic brand story. Orla Kiely 
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has written an admirable story based on its design heritage (discussed further in Chapter 5) and 
this is exceptionally well inflected in all brand activities. Chapter 5 and 6 investigates how Orla 
Kiely’s visual representation is the key to its branding strategy and the grounding for all its 
management decisions. This chapter explained how design as a management strategy assist 
brands to build brand culture. It was also discussed how brands use design as a form of 
differentiation in the marketplace. Design thinking will be reviewed in Chapter 5 as part of this 
strategy. In Chapter 6, design thinking is explored to understand how it is employed in designer 
practices. This chapter also mentioned the difference between design–as-practice and design-
in-practice. The former being the design activities of designers and the latter being the design 
activities of consumers. As with brand culture, this view acknowledges the co-creative nature 
of design. So rather than just venerating the work of designers, this view appreciates the role 
consumers have in continuing the design process after formal design has been completed. This 
concept is important for this research as it is posited that it is within design-in-practice that 
consumers develop and deploy visual literacy. Design-as-practice is also important though, as 
without well-designed objects, consumers would possibly fail to engage in design-in-practice. 
Considering this, Orla Kiely and its repertoire of designed objects engage the consumer and 
affords them the ability to express themselves visually. Concluding this chapter then was an 
outline of some concepts or viewpoints of aesthetics that shed light on the consumer’s aesthetic 
experience. It was explained how a traditional perspective is useful for exploring how objects 
stand out in aesthetic appreciation. It was also discussed how a relational experience is possible 
within certain contexts of the consumption experience. Also addressed was the everyday 
aesthetic view that appreciates ordinary objects in the everyday. Charles Eames (cited in 
Hartman and Demetrios 2007, NP), the renowned mid-century furniture designer posits that 
‘eventually everything connects, people, ideas, objects.’ He further states that ‘the quality of 
the connections is the key to quality’. With this in mind, the theoretical framework discussed 
throughout Chapters 1 and 2 was constructed to illustrate the connections between visual 
literacy, the brand, brand culture, design, consumers, objects and experiences. This was a 
complex and challenging task. Nonetheless, the juxtaposition of these theories was a worthy 
endeavour that provides quality connections going forward. In the next chapter the 
methodology approach adopted in this research is discussed. It details the practical processes 
involved in the data collection, and how this data was analysed to produce concepts that are 






















































































Cameras record, artists interpret. 









CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY 
 
4.1 Introduction 
Guba and Lincoln (1994) state that in doing research, the establishment of the relationship 
between the individual, paradigm, ontology, epistemology and methodology must be 
established. With this in mind, this chapter is an assertion of my role as researcher in this work, 
my view on truth and knowledge and how both are formulated. Further it considers my personal 
motivations for this research. Taking my stance as an interpretivist researcher, this chapter 
examines the interpretivist paradigm, detailing how it has influenced the entire design of this 
research to include: data collection, analysis and interpretation (Shankar and Goulding 2001). 
Further addressed in the chapter is the phenomenological methodological strategy. This 
discussion examines existential phenomenology as both a philosophy and methodology. This 
is followed by a consideration of the practical processes of data collection to include sampling, 
data collection through existential phenomenological and semi-structured interviews, and 
observations. To conclude, the analysis of this data is addressed.  
Just as theoretical frameworks are constructed to suit particular research projects, when it 
comes to research design similar consideration should be given. Further, the approach 
employed should be directly related to the purpose of the research. According to Stern (1994) 
research methods and their selection are personal. Furthermore, Shankar and Patterson (2001, 
p.492) state that our experiences often serve as topics for inquiry. Moreover, they argue that 
the fact that our personal and scientific selves are conclusively linked cannot be ignored. 
Goulding (1999, p.870) notes that every person has his or her own way of ‘getting to some 
truth’; they have their own way of being, thinking and working. Thus, she argues, consideration 
must be given as to the reasons research is being conducted in the way that it is. According to 
Shankar and Patterson (2001, p.487), ‘no methodology is perfect; what matters are the insights 
that may be gained.’ Further, Goulding (1999, p.870) adds that choosing a methodology 
necessitates an honest evaluation of the self in terms of ones ‘convictions, beliefs and interests.’ 
She argues that once a decision has been made, a commitment to the principles of the paradigm 
is required. These next sections reconfirm my interest in the visual world and how this has 
influenced my research. 
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4.2 Redefining the Research Interest 
Perspective is a viewpoint, a standpoint and a belief system that is personal. In my opinion the 
visual world matters and it matters to individuals. To what extent is open to question, 
nevertheless, it matters. Individuals are visual beings with a curiosity for aesthetic creation and 
appreciation of aesthetic excellence. While this view risks making a vast generalisation, 
nonetheless, for me, this belief has motivated this research. Feeling this way could possibly 
stem from my personal enjoyment in creating images, with a definite attitude of ‘how could 
you not enjoy it.’ However, I appreciate some do not. I appreciate that there are wide 
differences in the levels of visual interest and levels of aptitudes. Nevertheless, it is indisputable 
that human beings communicate in visual form and this is in need of further investigation. The 
long-standing conversation within consumer research is that consumers purposively 
communicate meaning, using brands in symbolic consumption (Wattanasuwan 2005). This 
research adds to this conversation by engaging with some of Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1982) 
research suggestions, that is; to explore the role of product aesthetics in the consumption 
experience, the multi-sensory aspects of product enjoyment, the syntactic dimensions of 
consumption, product-related fantasies (visual thinking) and play, enjoyment and fun in 
consumption. These aspects are examined in this research using a visual literacy lens. The main 
interest of this research is to explore how consumers use brands to engage in visual practices 
and deploy visual literacy in the process. Accordingly, there are two elements being considered 
in this investigation: brand culture and the consumer experience. To explore this phenomenon 
the key questions being posed are: 
 How does brand culture facilitate visual literacy?  
 How do consumers deploy visual literacy using brands?  
 
The purpose here is to gain insight into how brands provide a foundation for visual learning 
and facilitate visual literacy deployment through brand management and product design. 
Additionally, in choosing Orla Kiely as the context for this study, an examination of design as 
a management asset for developing brand culture is explored. Observing this brand allows for 
design objects to be considered tools consumers use to deploy visual literacy. The main aim in 
this research is to gain an understanding of how consumers engage with this brand culture. 
Further, the chapter explores how consumption involves the deployment of visual literacy for 
the purpose of visual communication, expression and aesthetic enjoyment (Avgerinou 2003). 
As stated in Chapter 3, while this research is firmly situated within consumer research the 
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language needed to discuss this phenomenon could not be found within consumer culture 
theory. Therefore, other disciplines have been employed to assist. They are, principally, visual 
literacy, design theory, and art and aesthetics. In order to explore how these theories were 
integrated into the empirical data, this next section examines the interpretivist approach taken 
in this study. 
4.3 In Art as in Life, Interpretation Matters 
Art is created for the purpose of visual communication, self-expression and for simple aesthetic 
enjoyment. In professional art circles, art is used to make definite statements about life, culture, 
and political policy, and also about the artist. While the reasons for creating art are multiple, 
what ultimately matters is the viewer’s interpretation of the work. Louise (2013, np) insists that 
‘in art as in life, interpretation matters.’ In galleries and museums it is common practice to 
provide an interpretation of the artwork ‘on show’ in text form: be it on the wall beside the 
artwork or in an exhibition catalogue. Louise (2013, np) claims that interpretation texts help to 
transform the understanding of the viewer and are ‘a highly visible interface between the viewer 
and the artwork.’ They are therefore, he argues, an incredibly important part of the visitor 
experience. He believes good writing is key and stresses that if done well the ‘experience is 
enhanced, possibly to an intellectually and even emotionally transformative level’ (2013, np). 
Simon Martin, head of collections at Pallant House Gallery, affirms that interpretations should 
help individuals engage with the art and help them to understand the multifaceted concepts 
often involved. The aim, he argues, is to make the viewer want to learn more. Martin instructs 
that interpretation texts should never tell viewers what to see, think, or feel; instead they should 
provide the background or contextual facts that enable the viewer to come to their own 
conclusion about what they are seeing or experiencing. Thus, as Mike Pinnington, the content 
editor at Tate Liverpool states, interpretation should be used to form an opinion, and should 
not be accepted as an authorial voice without question.  
It was confirmed when discussing The Art of Seeing Art™ in Chapter 2, that every time an 
artwork is seen, there is a new understanding gained. Therefore, a new interpretation follows 
each time. In this view, interpretation is bound by every experience, time and context. As 
understanding evolves, so does the interpretation. For example, after walking into a gallery the 
individual sees a painting on show. While looking at it they think about what they see and 
whether is ‘does’ anything for them (a reactive response). Then it is observed more, it is seen 
again and then the analysis begins (cognitive engagement). At this point the interpretation is 
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based on the individual’s knowledge at that time. However, once the interpretation text 
provided by the curator or artist is read, the individual’s knowledge of the artwork evolves. 
Therefore, on looking again a new experience has been created based around this new 
understanding. Figure 4.1 below shows how this process is represented in The Art of Seeing 
Art™ online catalogue. As evidenced here, seeing art begins with looking and is followed by 
observing, seeing, describing, analysing and finally interpretation, which again leads to looking 
with a new perspective. As this would suggest, art is subjective. This for me is absolute. 
Interpretation is also subjective as art speaks to us in different ways. This for me is axiomatic. 
Thus, with this appreciation for individual experience and subjective interpretation, I take my 
stance as an interpretivist researcher. 
 
Figure 4.1 The Art of Seeing Art™ (Source: Vislit.org) 
 
Within the example given above, there seems to be an obvious association that can be made 
between the interpretation of art and the interpretation of research. Please consider for a 
moment that each participant in this study is an artist (this connection is being made as it is 
argued here that consumers construct images for the purpose of visual communication, 
expression and aesthetic enjoyment, just as artists do). Further, consider me as a curator looking 
to best represent their work. In order to achieve this, I compose an interpretation text for others 
to read with the intention of helping them better understand the consumer’s ‘artwork’ (or as 
will be explained below, their lived experience). This is not with the intention of being an 
authoritative voice on the matter, but rather, with the aim of helping the reader form an opinion. 
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Further I am hoping to inspire them to seek deeper understanding by continuing the 
interpretation process in their own way. Therefore, just as art interpretation texts are an 
important interface between the viewer and the artwork, interpretive research texts are an 
important interface between the reader and the consumer’s aesthetic works. As stated above, 
art is subjective and that is what makes it so interesting, and also so controversial. Research in 
the interpretivist view is subjective and similarly controversial. Nevertheless, it is the 
perspective taken in this research and is now discussed. Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988, 
p.401) maintain, just as Gadamer did, that all knowledge and all science depends on 
interpretation. Thus, just as in art, in consumer research interpretation matters.  
4.4 In Consumer Research as in Art, Interpretation Matters 
According to Shankar and Patterson (1999) interpretivism is gaining more popularity in 
consumer research and is challenging the positivist paradigm often used. Holbrook and 
O’Shaughnessy (1988) see it as an important exemplar used by those who are interested in 
understanding the meaning(s) embedded in human behaviour. Thus, interpretivists do not enter 
the field with identified relationships to test as they see the limitations for understanding with 
such a static approach (Szmigin and Foxall 2000). With this in mind, considering a quantitative 
approach for this investigation was quickly dismissed. Quantitative research, a common 
positivist methodology, aims to generalise; it has the definite objective to prove or refute 
hypotheses. What interpretivist researchers aim to ‘offer is an interpretation not the 
interpretation’ (Shankar and Patterson 2001, p.491). Thus, as Cova and Elliott (2008) argue, a 
qualitative methodological strategy is most appropriate to reach an understanding or Verstehen. 
What is appealing about qualitative research is that unlike the rigid manner of quantitative 
research, it is flexible, organic and holistic. Through its flexible nature, concepts and 
understandings are allowed to develop, making for an integrated, active and creative process 
(Cassell and Symon 2004). Just as qualitative research seeks to represent a particular reality 
that is socially constructed, complex and ever changing (Glesne 1999), similarly the research 
design itself is recognised as socially constructed, complex and evolving (Szmigin and Foxall 
2000). In light of this, knowledge is recognised as ‘constructed’ and not discovered (Szmigin 
and Foxall 2000, p.189). Considering these characteristics the qualitative approach is appealing 
to an interpretivist researcher like myself who appreciates research as a process of development 
and enlightenment. However, there are many common objections to this approach; it is not 
quantitative for a start (Kvale’s 1994). Further, it is not seen as scientific because of its 
subjective, and therefore, seemingly biased nature. Additional arguments lie in it being 
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explorative, too person-dependent and without definite results that subsequently leads to a lack 
of generalisability (Kvale 1994). This all calls into question the reliability of the research 
(Szmigin and Foxall 2000). Holbrook and O'Shaughnessy (1988) note Popper’s claim that 
hypotheses need to be tested to be considered scientific advances. In this view, interpretivist 
research would not be considered scientific, as it does not set out to prove or test hypotheses. 
However, as Lindseth and Norberg (2004) argue, the interpretivist researcher employing 
qualitative methods does not expect to find the answer to hypotheses; the aim is to understand 
an experience in its own context.  
 
 
Figure 4.2 Summary of positivist and interpretivist approaches (Source: Hudson and Ozanne, 1988, p.509) 
 
 
When explaining interpretivist views it is worth noting its opposite paradigm: positivism, for 
its opposing beliefs. As seen in Figure 4.2 above, each has a differing view on reality and how 
knowledge is generated. Hudson and Ozanne (1988) underline that in a positivist ontology 
there is one reality. Interpretivists on the other hand contend there are multiple realities. As 
such they appreciate many ways of seeing the world (Shankar and Patterson 2001). In this view, 
each individual has his or her own perspective, a way of seeing the world that is unique to his 
or her own life experience. Interpretive research accepts that the individual’s worldview is their 
truth. Further, Goulding (1999, p.870) confirms that interpretive research accepts the individual 
‘in relation to their own culturally constructed world’, a reality that continually changes with 
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every new experience. Szmigin and Foxall (2000) then acknowledge individuals as proactive 
in creating these experiences. As Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988, p.399) maintain, 
individuals have an ‘unremitting tendency to seek meaning in their lives.’ In this view they are 
voluntaristic and not deterministic or reactive as the positivist view suggests (Hudson and 
Ozanne 1988). Moreover, interpretivists view knowledge as socially constructed; positivists do 
not. 
When exploring the differences in the epistemologies of both, it is clear they are far apart when 
it comes to their view of how knowledge is generated. Interpretivists accept that as time and 
space are fluid and negotiable, research then is context dependant (Goulding 1988). Therefore, 
meanings and truths only stay within the context of a particular place and a particular time 
(Hudson and Ozanne 1988). Positivists, on the other hand, are not bound by context as they 
view research as time-free (Hudson and Ozanne 1988).  This leads to another epistemological 
difference between these two paradigms: positivists deem research to be an objective practice, 
interpretivists recognise the subjective nature of research. Shankar and Goulding (2001) state 
that in the positivist view the researcher is considered independent from the reality being 
studied. However, Szmigin and Foxall (2000) recognise the researcher and the phenomenon as 
interactive. Further, they state that the researcher’s involvement is paramount to the 
phenomenon being understood. In this view the researcher cannot possibly distance him or 
herself from the phenomenon, as a positivist would see possible. Besides, Holbrook and 
O’Shaughnessy (1988, p.401) stress that ‘there is simply no such thing as an objective fact, 
pure and simple’, only interpreted ‘facts’. Consequently, Shankar and Patterson (2001) state 
that it is vital that the researcher acknowledges their subjectivity. However, as Goulding (1999, 
p.863) cautions rather than simply accepting subjectivity, it needs to be identified and all 
assumptions need to be reflected upon, and ‘bracketed’ where possible. Shankar and Patterson 
(2001, p.492) argue that researchers must be sensitive to what they call pre-understandings. 
Further, stating that it is the responsibility of the researcher to develop reflective skills so as to 
control how their presumptions, personal experiences and interests affect the interpretation 
process. As stated above, my values unavoidably influence what I choose to study, how I 
choose to study it, what data is selected and what findings are presented (Szmigin and Foxall 
(2000). On this Denzin (1989, p.12) proposes that ‘interpretive research begins and ends with 
the biography and self of the researcher.’ Here, the researcher is seen as the research instrument, 
an integral part of the process of data collection and analysis. Furthermore, ‘all inquiry reflects 
the standpoint of the inquirer’ (Denzin 2001, p.325). Denzin later argues that ‘the researcher is 
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historically and locally situated within the very processes being studied … This self, as a set of 
shifting identities, has its own history (2001, p.325). This observation resonated with my 
research experience during this study. My past as an artist and then as marketing student was 
important to acknowledge as clearly my standpoint at the beginning and throughout this 
research lends itself to my life experience. As Denzin recommends I have made myself visible 
in the text, disclosing, illuminating, and criticising the conditions of constraint and 
commodification that operate at specific points in these circuits’ of culture’  (2001, p.325). The 
preface of this research gives an indication of the motivations for this research. As a visual 
artist, a painter, my personal interests in the visual world should be apparent. Thus, my 
experience is a clear influence in choosing to study visual literacy. Furthermore, my experience 
as a marketing scholar has further influenced this phenomenon being explored within consumer 
culture. While this study is not a personal quest for demonstrating visual authority, nor is its 
purpose to fulfill a personal pilgrimage of artistic reflection, it is, however, a study that aims to 
demonstrate the relevance, importance and significance of further exploring the visual world 
in consumer research.  
Undoubtedly my experience affects certain aspects of this research. My subjectivity is 
embraced as a positive attribute here and not a negative one. Consequently, my role here is 
acknowledged and valued (Szmigin and Foxall 2000). My visual experience and training (that 
includes my knowledge of visual language) have enabled me to discuss visual literacy using 
appropriate terminology so that the research is explained in an authentic manner. When dealing 
with subjectivity, Shankar and Goulding (2001, p.12) suggest that interpretivists should aim 
for ‘objectivity in the selection of a perspective’. This they claim would involve keeping an 
open mind to the many conceivable theoretical positions that could be taken so as to present 
the data in the best and most reasonable manner (Shankar and Goulding 2001). In this view, it 
is recognised that each perspective could form the data or story in a different way. Considering 
this then, Shankar and Patterson (2001) argue that the interpretivist’s role is that of a storyteller. 
That is to gather, analyse, interpret and represent the participant’s story in a form that reflects 
the participant experience, as they retold it, at the time of the researcher/participant interaction. 
When gathering data for such interpretation, phenomenology is a fitting philosophy to uphold. 
Phenomenology concerns itself with the human experience, first and foremost and as 
previously stated, this research is interested in gaining an understanding of the consumer 
experience through the lens of visual literacy.  
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Existential phenomenology has a philosophy embedded in attaining an understanding of ‘lived 
experience’ and how human beings experience the world (Lindseth and Norberg 2004); that is, 
the exploration of experience as it is lived (Thompson et al. 1989). Phenomenology, therefore, 
has a keen interest in the description of experiences that reflect people’s values, ideals, 
intentions, emotions and relationships (Jun 2007). Further relevant to this phenomenological 
perspective is the notion that human consciousness is intentional (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). 
This means that individuals are always directing their attention to something, i.e. some object 
real or imagined that they view as important in that moment in time (Thomas 2006). According 
to Goulding (1999) the existentialist view is based on the premise that individuals are 
accountable for the choices they make, whether right or wrong. Thus, Jun (2007) makes them 
active and creative purposeful beings. Such a view is fitting for an interpretivist who also 
believes this to be the case (Hudson and Ozanne 1988). Phenomenology considers the 
individual and the social world to be inseparable. Furthermore, human experience and world 
are viewed as co-created (Thompson et al. 1989). Moreover, neither the individual nor the 
social world can exist without the other (Jun 2007). Thompson et al. (1989, p.137) describe 
this as a contextualist view, meaning that ‘experience is seen as a pattern that emerges from 
context’. Figure 4.3 below gives a summary of the tenets of existential phenomenology to 
include its worldview, perspective and goals. 
 
Figure 4.3 Adaptation overview of existential phenomenology (Source: Thompson et al., 1989) 
 
In this research there are two primary interests: the lived experience of the consumer, and the 
manner in which objects facilitate those experiences. As stated above, individuals and the social 
world are inextricably linked. As such, as Hintikka (cited in Thomas 2006) underlines, objects 
cannot be comprehended in their native state. He further asserts that ‘it is the ordering 
capabilities of human beings that render hylectic’ data comprehensible through the way that 
we direct our attention to particular things, in the process rendering them objects of 
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consciousness’ (2006, p.45). Moreover, Thomas (2006) stresses that because objects are 
embedded in a complex network of relations between people, they are only comprehensible 
when that relationship is examined. Considering this, phenomenology, an approach often used 
in material culture studies, helps to explore the subject/object relationship; confirmed here as 
appropriate methodology for investigating the participants’ relationship with Orla Kiely objects. 
Jun (2007) claims that individuals have the ability to interpret the meaning of their existence, 
and also their relationships with others in a social world. Bearing this in mind, phenomenology 
is used in this research with the purpose of understanding the interpretation of meaning relative 
to their relationship with objects in that social world. While, individuals live and act out their 
morals, values and attitudes unknowingly, Lindseth and Norberg (2004) claim that it is difficult 
for them to identify them when asked. Shankar and Patterson (2001) offer a solution here, 
which is to get the participants to retell stories of past experiences. This, they claim is the most 
appropriate way to gain insight into the meaning of their actions. The interviewee is the author 
and the researcher then becomes their co-author, transcribing, analysing and interpreting the 
textual representation of their experiences (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). Goulding (1999) 
considers the subjective experience as crucial. The researcher must be careful then to represent 
these experiences from the individual’s first-person view (Jun 2007). As such, the aim here is 
not to present experiences as factual. Rather, the purpose is to understand the meaning of these 
experiences (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). However, there are points of concern here. As 
Goulding (1999, p.865) highlights language is the only manner by which the participants can 
describe and communicate their constructions of reality. Therefore, it raises questions over 
their ability to accurately explain their reality through language. It is also possible that they 
could use language to distort, manipulate and confuse perceptions of the situation under study. 
As Thompson et al. (1989, p.140) state these descriptions are reconstructions rather than 
accurate recollections that emerge throughout the interview. Therefore, the participant’s reality 
has to be composed by the researcher who tries to further describe, interpret and communicate 
their reality (Szmigin and Foxall 2000, p.189). The next section details the practical processes 
of data collection to include, ethical approval and sampling. Here the research participants are 
also introduced. 
4.5 The Practical Process  
This research employs one primary and two complimentary methods for collecting data. The 
existential phenomenological interview is the primary method and is supplemented by semi-
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structured interviews and observations. Before this data collection could begin, ethical 
clearance was sought from the University’s ethics committee. Thus, in February 2011 a form 
was submitted that detailed the research and its proposed methods of data collection. Ethical 
clearance was received in March 2011. Before data collection was due to commence (in May 
2011) a number of tasks needed completion. One such task was the designing of the research 
information leaflets. Their purpose was to inform potential participants about the nature of the 
research (Thompson and Haytko 1997). They would further advise them of their participant 
rights if they decided to become involved. During this time, Orla Kiely emerged as a brand that 
would help to focus and frame this research. As such, permission to use the brand logo was 
sought for these leaflets. Through a personal contact, the email address of one of the executive 
assistants at Orla Kiely was acquired. An email was then sent to inform her of the research and 
to ask for permission to use the brand’s logo for the aforementioned purpose. Dermott Rowan, 
the company’s managing director, responded quickly and gave his consent. He further 
expressed his full support for the research project. Rowan offered full access to any information 
resources needed during the project. Once the information leaflet (seen below in Figure 4.4) 
was finished, a list of potential participants was compiled. Leaflets were then sent to them by 










Figure 4.4 Interview leaflets for participant interviews (Source: Author, 2011) 
 
4.6 Sampling  
In this research there were three stages of data collection. Participants came from different class 
backgrounds, different professional fields and were of different ages. Most of the participants 
in stage 1 and 2 are without formal visual training, except for three that hold art degrees. One 
of the participants in stage 2 trained in industry and has many years’ experience as an interior 
designer. Participant profiles are presented in Figure 4.5 below.  
4.6.1 Stage 1 
The participants in stage 1 were purposively sampled, but chosen for less restrictive reasons 
than stage 2 (which had the specific requirement that each of the participants were an avid 
consumer of Orla Kiely). Participants in stage 1 were not required to be consumers of Orla 
Kiely. However, they were asked about their knowledge of the brand, and whether they liked 
or disliked the brand’s aesthetic. The reason for such diminutive focus on Orla Kiely here was 
that at this time the exact relatedness of this brand to the research was yet to be identified. 
Furthermore the conceptual framework was still in its infancy. Therefore, in stage 1, Orla Kiely 
remained on the periphery of the exploration. 
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4.6.2 Stage 2 
Stage 2 participants were purposively chosen according to the needs of the study under the 
specific criteria mentioned above (Morse 1991). As in line with phenomenological thinking, 
participants were selected because they have ‘lived’ the experience under study (Goulding 
1999). Furthermore, participants were selected for the significant information they could 
provide (Maxwell 1997). This required them to be keen consumers of Orla Kiely. In his 
interview Rowan noted that the brand’s customer had evolved from ‘the intelligent thirty year-
old female who is design-led, fairly affluent and interested in architecture’ to include a much 
broader demographic. The stage 2 sample reflects this wide consumer base. Thus, participants 
with varied levels of income, varied levels of visual interests and training are represented. Some 
of the participants were referred to me by friends or colleagues and further described as ‘fans’ 
that were ‘mad about’ or ‘obsessed with’ Orla Kiely. Others agreed after they saw the call-to-
participate poster I advertised on the social media site, Facebook. This poster was also sent by 
email to various stockists of Orla Kiely in Ireland in an attempt to reach other consumers and 
potential participants. However, this method proved unsuccessful due to the lack of co-
operation by many of the stores.  
4.6.3 Stage 3 
Stage 3 participants were purposively sampled and included Orla Kiely, the designer and 
founder of Orla Kiely, Rowan (mentioned above) and a number of employees at Orla Kiely. 
To note, in stage 1, six of the eight participants revealed they have never purchased or do not 
use Orla Kiely products. As such, these six participants do not feature in the data chapter that 
discusses the participants’ experiences with Orla Kiely. However, the remaining two interviews 
from this stage do feature in the final interpretation. Thus, a total of 12 participants provide the 
primary data used in Chapter 7. While 28 participant profiles are presented in Figure 4.5, the 
aforementioned are now introduced, giving a brief outline of their frame of reference, visual 
interests and experience with Orla Kiely. Hirschman and Holbrook (1989, p.236) contend that 
consumption results from the ‘interrelationships’ between people ‘environment, thought, 
emotion, activity, and value.’ This overview then gives a brief understanding of the 
participant’s frame of reference that affects how they speak about their experiences (Stern and 




Figure 4.5 List of participants (Source: author, 2014) 
 
Participant 1 Lilly is a professional visual artist. In her interview she affirmed that she did not 
like the ‘forced design’ that Orla Kiely represents. She claims she prefers ‘one-offs’ rather than 
mass produced items. However, she admits that sometimes she ‘bends’; she explains that she 
owns an iMac and points out she is wearing Converse shoes. She states that with Orla Kiely 
you do not know if the designer Kiely actually made the product and this turns her off.  
Participant 2 Sharon is a professional make-up artist. While she expressed that she has a liking 
for Orla Kiely, she revealed that there were many other brands that would take her interest first. 
She states that she admires Orla Kiely but would not be head over heels about it. She did note 
that is ‘drove her mad’ that the media perceive the designer Kiely as British. 
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Participant 3 Sharon is a young marketer in her early twenties. She considers herself to be a 
fashionista. Sharon claims that individuals that like Orla Kiely have no style. She predicts that 
they just buy the ‘yummy mummy’ handbags for practical reasons. 
Participant 4 Rachel is a marketing graduate new to the workplace. She states that Orla Kiely 
is really nice but a mom’s brand.’ She continues to comment that it’s ‘not glamorous mother 
style but a fashion conscious one.’ 
Participant 5 Denise is a modelling agent. She states that she does not necessarily dislike Orla 
Kiely but that Avoca style is not her style and never was. She states that there are elements that 
she likes but considers it too mainstream for her. However, she does congratulate the designer’s 
success. 
Participant 6 Michael is an actor and television personality. He was not aware of the Orla 
Kiely brand at all. 
Participant 7 Paul is a lecturer in fine art. Paul himself trained at the National College of Art 
in Dublin and the Slade School of Art in London. He is a respected working visual artist. With 
an interest in fashion Paul appreciates Orla Kiely’s work. While Paul’s work is not centered on 
the fashion industry, at this time it did help him convey his observation of modern day icons. 
Participant 8 Richard is a DJ/promoter/events coordinator. Richard has a keen interest in 
graphic design and as a result has become an admirer but not a consumer of Orla Kiely. He 
claims his visual interests are in colour and simple graphics, which may be the reason he is 
attracted to the brand’s designs. It is for that reason he claims that even, ‘an ignorant Philistine’ 
like himself can appreciate, ‘the strength and individuality of the designs.’  While he is not a 
customer of the brand, he did mention it standing out to him in a store as he searched for a 
birthday present for his mother. While he was instantly attracted to it, he made the decision that 
his mother was too old for it. 
Participant 9 Emily, at the time of her interview worked as a freelance interior designer and 
was a distributor of Orla Kiely homewares in her small interior design store. Both her 
professional and personal style is vintage/retro. During her interview, Emily showed me around 
her home where the brand features heavily in most rooms. A small number of these rooms are 
displayed below in Figure 4.6. Emily’s friend Maria (Participant 11) introduced her to Orla 
Kiely in the late 1990s. Emily expressed how Orla Kiely had taken her interest instantly and 
87 
 
has been a passion of hers ever since. However, she expressed that there is a caveat – the bags 
she buys must be leather and patent and not the laminate. Emily states that she prefers these 
because they are subtler in branding and more refined in quality. She reveals: 
I constantly see the ‘arts and craftsy’ young mums pushing their buggies and that’s their 
handbag. It is kind of a uniform, you know, for the ‘cool’ young housewife … Some of the 
prints are lovely but I think that puts me off, because it is almost a ‘hippy mum’, you know, 
‘hippy with money mum’… Where you know she is doing everything cool. The child is 
registered in some cool school, or ‘as Gaeilge’ everything … and I suppose I would just 
feel beyond that.  
 
 
Figure 4.6 Emily’s house (Source: Author’s own photograph) 
 
Throughout her interview, Emily expressed a hierarchical attitude towards other Orla Kiely 
consumers, implying that because of her profession she was better equipped to appreciate the 
brand’s aesthetic. This attitude also came across in the interviews with her daughter Lauren, 
participant 10. 
Participant 10 Lauren at the time of her interview was twenty years old. She is Emily’s 
daughter (participant 9). Emily gave her, her first Orla Kiely bag when she was sixteen and 
Lauren has been an avid fan since. Because of her mother’s profession, Lauren is continually 
surrounded by design and therefore, eluded to her being more knowledgeable about design than 
others her age. At the time of her interview Lauren was working in Mammas and Pappas, a 
well-known nursery store in Dublin. She revealed that while working in there, she often 
encounters consumers who come in with the Orla Kiely baby-changing bag and ‘pop’ it up 
onto the sales desk to pay for baby related purchases. On seeing the bag she explains that she 
would often try to instigate conversation by admiring the bag and asking about their interest in 
Orla Kiely. She details one such encounter here:  
88 
 
So I would be like, ‘Oh Orla Kiely, I’m a big fan … and straight away it would be like, 
‘Oh I just have this’… People just don't have a clue … That's what always got to me … 
You would meet one in a hundred people that would actually know who she is and what 
her range was … If that's your only topic of conversation you would be hoping that they 
could go there, and they never could.  
Lauren often expressed her aversion at all the ‘new’ Orla Kiely followers who do not appreciate 
the brands full range.  
Participant 11 Maria is a care-worker from the UK and has been living in Ireland for over 
twenty years. She introduced both Emily and Lauren to Orla Kiely. A keen collector, Maria 
admits to having bed covers, scarves, dresses, a purse, two bags, a tea/coffee canister, a 
casserole dish, bath mat, face cloth and perfume. She reveals that like Emily, the brand is slowly 
extending into every room in the house.  
Participant 12 Lisa is a lecturer in accounting and describes herself as conservative; a 
personality trait she notes is in line with the stereotype attached to her profession. However, 
she admits that she has another side, one that is ‘a bit more creative, and a bit more fun’. This, 
she contends is the reason she likes Orla Kiely so much. She commented that while she always 
likes to look neat and tidy, on occasion she likes to add the quirkiness of Orla Kiely to break 
the ‘monotony’ of her outfits.  
Participant 13 Niamh is in her early fifties and recently divorced. She expressed her 
annoyance at the limitations her new life situation has put on her disposable income. 
Commenting that she feels like she is ‘in year one again,’ she explained that her new financial 
status has put a limit on her purchases. She remarked that it does not allow her to buy as much 
Orla Kiely as she would like. She spoke of her ‘wish list’ that contained many items she wanted 
to buy if she ‘ever won the lotto’, which would then allow her to fill her home with Orla Kiely. 
Stephanie is a hyper fan and became quite excitable in her interview when she spoke of certain 
products that she liked. She often swore. Frequently proclaiming ‘Jesus Christ’ as she spoke of 
Orla Kiely. She described herself as having OCOKD (obsessive compulsive Orla Kiely 
disorder). Niamh is mainly a fan of Orla Kiely bags and homewares. While she expressed a 
liking for the fashion range, the perception she has of her body would not allow her to go any 
further than admiring it from afar. Niamh did not come across as a confident woman. 
Commenting the Orla Kiely fashion range she remarked: 
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I don't think they’d even go near me, so I wouldn't depress myself. I think she’s a very 
small little fit … I haven’t tried them on. No, I just look and go, ‘Oh yes someday’ … No 
I wouldn't even go there. 
In her interview Niamh confirmed that she did not think Orla Kiely’s fashion range would fit 
her. This perception may have developed as a result of looking at Orla Kiely’s advertising 
campaigns, which like many fashion labels predominantly feature a size 8 model, as seen in 




Figure 4.7 Orla Kiely fashion advert (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
Participant 14 Molly is a mature student in her mid to late thirties, living in Dublin. She has 
been a fan of Orla Kiely for over ten years and prides herself on being with the brand from the 
beginning when ‘no one knew who she was’. In her interview she commented: 
Every time I take it out people say, ‘Oh your bag is amazing where did you get it?’ and 
I’m like, ‘It’s ten years old. It’s Orla Kiely.’  
Molly has strong opinions about the various Orla Kiely product ranges and confirmed it was 
the bags she truly loved. 
Participant 15 Rebecca is a businesswoman at management level in marketing. She recently 
left a large multinational company and returned to education. She is currently reassessing her 
fashion purchases to suit her new, ‘less stressful’ lifestyle. Rebecca expressed that her previous 
employment warranted her being ‘suited and booted,’ where she felt she needed to dress 
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conservatively to be taken more seriously. She explained that now, since she has ‘rearranged’ 
her life, she feels Orla Kiely’s style goes with her new ‘relaxed, and off duty’ self. 
Participant 16 Amy at the time of her interview was a new mum of two. She explained during 
her interview that she was currently stuck in the ‘tracksuit phase’ of maternity leave. This, she 
admitted, affects how she dresses herself and the bags she chooses to bring with her. Amy is a 
keen fan and has collected many bags, a laptop cover, jars and canisters; travel bags, a big hold-
all, the baby books, Orla Kiely look books, stationary and a phone cover. 
Participant 17 Diana is a mum in her early forties who has recently returned to college. 
Throughout her interview she continually spoke about her being conscious of other people’s 
perceptions of her. She frequently passed comment on her fear of being perceived as wealthy 
or different and, therefore, she was adamant that she would never bring her Orla Kiely into 
college. 
Participant 18 Meli is an auctioneer in her early thirties. She is a big admirer of Orla Kiely 
and loves bags and homewares. She is not, however, a fan of Orla Kiely clothing. Unlike Niamh, 
this is because she feels that the style of clothing does not go with her image. She remarked 
that she sees herself as ‘far more sexy’ than she would imagine the clothes would make her 
feel. 
The purpose of this section was to give a brief introduction to the participants that contributed 
to Chapter 7. This next section explores the 3 interview stages and reveals how data was 
collected throughout. 
4.7 The Interviews 
Once a date, time and place were agreed for the interview, a meeting point was chosen at the 
convenience of the participant. On meeting each participant, time was taken to go through the 
information leaflet once again so as to make sure they were clear on their role in the research 
and to further inform them of their rights as voluntary participants. It was also underlined how 
they had, at any time, the option to terminate the interview. Once related questions were 
answered and their willingness to contribute was confirmed, each participant was asked to give 
their official consent by signing a consent form. At this time they were also asked if they 
required a copy of interview transcripts to ensure they were being represented fairly. Interviews 
were recorded using a Dictaphone and were later transcribed verbatim. Throughout this study 
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a strong effort was made to protect respondents’ confidentiality (Thompson et al. 2001). As 
such, each participant was given a pseudonym.  Furthermore, interviews transcripts were kept 
in a locked cabinet and all computer data was password protected. As mentioned this research 
had three identifiable stages of data collection and these are now reviewed.  
4.7.1 Stage 1 - The Exploratory Phase  
In stage 1 eight individuals were interviewed. Each interview lasted at least 1 hour and a 
maximum of 2 hours and 20 minutes. These interviews were exploratory in nature and were 
conducted in the earlier phase of this study. At this time the research question and particular 
focus of the research was yet to be defined. Therefore, these interviews reflected a general 
examination of the concept of visual literacy and were conducted concurrent to the review of 
extant literature on visual literacy. When using phenomenology as a method Thompson et al. 
(1990) state that the notion of intentionality and emergent dialogue are fundamental to the 
process. The notion of intentionality here is concerned with allowing the participant to lead the 
conversation with whatever comes to their mind’s attention. Emergent dialogue results from 
allowing intentionality to happen. As such conceptual categories do not then come as the result 
of leading questions by the researcher (Goulding 1999). While adhering to these guidelines in 
stage 2, in stage 1, a strict phenomenological approach was not followed. This was due to the 
fact that as a novice researcher this method of interviewing was initially difficult to grasp and 
execute appropriately. Being inexperienced I was not comfortable in conducting such an 
unstructured interview. Smith et al. (2009) suggest that apprentice researchers should carry out 
both semi-structured interviews and unstructured interviews, in order to become accustomed 
to the phenomenological purpose. They recommend that until such interview skills are 
developed, interview schedules should be prepared so that researchers can think about what is 
expected from the interview. This preparation, they argue, enables the researcher to plan for 
any difficulties that may arise, such as dealing with the more reserved participants that are not 
forthcoming with dialogue. They claim that this type of semi-structured preparation gives the 
researcher a ‘virtual map’, which can be called upon if necessary if the interview gets ‘stuck’. 
Without planning, Smith et al. (2009) assert, an interviewer without experience may feel 
anxious. Therefore, a schedule helps them relax, enabling a more natural flow to take place in 
the interview. This, they contend, results in the researcher being able to engage fully and listen 
intently to what is being said. Further, it facilitates the researcher slowly gaining confidence, 
until they are in a position to embark on unstructured interviews in the future. This structured 
approach was taken in stage 1 and was indeed effective in allowing me to develop my interview 
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skills. It ensured much more confident interviews in the later stages. In line with Banister et 
al.’s (1994) suggestion that researchers should document their thoughts before, during, and 
after data collection, reflections were written after each interview describing various 
observations that included the general mood of the participants.  
In this exploratory stage, interviews were conducted to gain insight into how the participants 
spoke about fashion and styling. Thus the interview began with a set of ‘grand tour’ questions 
about their background and interests that turned to their experiences with fashion, styling etc. 
(Thompson and Coskuner-Balli 2007). Participants were asked to recall examples of outfits 
they constructed going to work, going out with friends and to explain the messages they were 
trying to convey at the time. They were also asked to describe their interpretation of others by 
what they were wearing. As it happens, these interviews offer little to the final conversation 
concerning Orla Kiely and did not feature in the final analysis. Nonetheless, these interviews 
were purposeful in that they helped to define the research interest and highlighted the need for 
context, so as to narrow its focus. As stated, having an interview schedule as a prepared support 
document to guide the interview process put me at ease going into these initial interviews. 
While at the beginning I was wholly dependent on it, this reliance was diminished the more 
interview experience was gained. While listening back to these interviews during the 
transcription process caused much embarrassment, there was much to be learned from listening 
to how the interviews were conducted. Being reflexive here made me aware of obvious 
mistakes being made, i.e. interruptions on my part due to my discomfort with silences. 
Understanding the role of these silences as moments of thought gathering allowed me to 
embrace them going forward. I became aware that participant recollections take time to process 
and for them to articulate. As a result, in later interviews much more interesting data emerged 
when given the chance. These observations were noted and developed in stage 2, now discussed. 
4.7.2 Stage 2 - Orla Kiely Enthusiasts 
The number of participants in stage 2 totaled ten. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes 
and 1 hour and 15 minutes. Having developed my interview skills in stage 1, I became more 
confident entering into stage 2. Therefore, I was able to focus on an unstructured interview 
process that was more in line with the conventions of phenomenological interviewing 
(Thompson et al. 1989). Thus, interviews began with one core question: Can you tell me about 
your first encounter with or experience of the Orla Kiely brand? This question was employed 
in order to invite participants to reflect on their initial related experience with Orla Kiely. This 
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then allowed the rest of the interview to evolve from the manner in which the participant wanted 
to answer it (Smith et al. 2009). Respecting intentionality as an important part of the interview 
process the participants were allowed to lead the conversation as their recollections emerged 
(Thompson et al. 1989). As such, I took more of a reflective role while ensuring that the key 
topic of visual practices was being discussed during the interview (Thompson and Coskuner-
Balli 2007). In listening to the dialogue that followed, notes were taken of interesting elements 
and were readdressed later through probe questions such as: Can you talk a little more about…? 
You mentioned…? Can you describe that experience further? How did that make you feel? 
What aspects of the experience stand out for you? These probing or non-directive ‘trigger’ 
questions allowed the participants to go deeper into their recollections (Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 1995). However, I was careful not to use this probing as a tool to confirm theoretical 
hypotheses (Thompson et al. 1989). Furthermore, great attempts were made to bracket any 
preconceptions I had about the topic (Goulding 1999). While this proved quite difficult at times, 
again it became easier with practice. 
To note: while 10 out of these 11 interviews took place on a one-on-one basis, the structure of 
one interview had to be changed to consider the emotional state of one of the participants. 
Having arrived at participant 9 Emily’s house for the interview, participant 11 Maria was 
clearly upset. It transpired that she had just received news of one of her hospital patients dying 
that day. She assured me that she did not want to cancel the interview. However, she was 
noticeably distracted. As such, the decision was made to make the discussion more informal. 
Thus, the interview took place at the kitchen table with Emily present. This was to create a 
warmer, more relaxed atmosphere. Emily was invited to come to the table with her, to engage 
in a more casual conversation. This created a comfortable situation for the participant and as 
the dialogue began, her attention seemed focused again on the task at hand. A surprising 
outcome was that this three-way conversation allowed for an intimacy between the two close 
friends, each helping the other to recall their shared experiences. Thus, this interview situation 
that began as unsettled, settled into a rich source for data. As now discussed, stage 3 interviews 
involved participants at Orla Kiely. While Dermott Rowan was interviewed in Dublin, Ireland 
in December 2012, the rest of stage 3 interviews took place in Orla Kiely headquarters in 
Clapham, London in June 2013. 
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4.7.3 Stage 3 - Orla Kiely HQ 
Stage 3 interviews were conducted with the purpose of gaining insight into the Orla Kiely 
brand’s organisational culture, brand management and design processes. In this stage 
interviews were conducted with: Dermott Rowan, the managing director of Orla Kiely and 
Orla Kiely, the designer and founder of Orla Kiely. During my three-day research trip to the 
design studio in London, ten other short interviews were conducted with Orla Kiely employees. 
Both Rowan’s and Kiely’s interviews were semi-structured. The reason for this was that my 
time with them was limited due to their busy schedule. Therefore, a schedule of questions was 
prepared for this interview. However, as it transpired on the day, these questions were used 
only as a support to the conversation and were not relayed in order. Having them though proved 
invaluable, as Rowan’s answers were quite succinct and to the point. Thus, a strict 
phenomenological approach would not have been suitable here. When finished answering one 
question he did not elaborate until he was prompted with another. Rowan’s interview lasted 45 
minutes in total, and the interview began with the question: How would you describe the Orla 
Kiely brand? Probes were then used to expand on certain answers, and questions from the 
schedule were used to explore the more strategic management issues. At the end of this 
interview Rowan was asked if a research trip to Orla Kiely, London was possible, to which he 
replied, ‘indeed.’  
In January 2013, his assistant made contact to arrange a date for this visit, and a period of three 
days was allotted to visit the design studio, so as to observe the design team and to interview 
the designer Orla Kiely. This interview took place in Rowan’s office, and lasted 1 hour. As 
with Rowans’s interview, questions were prepared. While a few of the same questions asked 
of Rowan were asked here, others were added that were aimed at further understanding her 
creative design process. Over the following two days at Orla Kiely a number of employees 
were also interviewed. These interviews lasted between 10 and 30 minutes and were quite 
casual to include questions such as: How long they have you worked at Orla Kiely? Can you 
describe what is it like to work here? What is the most interesting part of your job? What are 
you working on at the moment? What have you learned since you started working here? The 
main goal of these interviews was to gain a sense of the organisation’s culture and to gain 
insight into the design processes there. 
Over the course of this study, I also engaged in observation as a means of gaining a deep 
understanding of the Orla Kiely brand. These observations included individuals in everyday 
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life, print media, online media and social media that featured the Orla Kiely brand; considering 
both consumers’ commentaries and journalists’, bloggers’ and feature writers’ takes on 
branding activities and product launches. Further observations took place during the three days 
spent at Orla Kiely. Here the design team were observed during their everyday designer 
practice. Observation here allowed me inside access and gave me an understanding of human 
behaviours (Tjora 2006), in their natural setting (Erlandson et al. 1993). The employees were 
aware of my role as a researcher, and the premise and purpose of the research was fully 
disclosed (Di Domenico and Phillips 2009). My objective during this trip was to gather 
information and to take notes on what I saw, heard and felt during my time there (Spradley 
1980). On the first day notes were taken relentlessly. True to Goffman’s (1989) claims it was 
on this first day that I saw more than I would ever see again, and saw things that I would not 
see again. Notes were taken in different formats that included pure observational notes, detailed 
descriptions of occurrences without interpretation, methodological notes, reflective notes, 
theoretical notes and personal notes that captured feelings, sensations and reactions to the 
events observed. At the end of each day, time was spent rewriting these notes into a more 
comprehensive account of the observations. These notes were used as data that added to the 
interview transcripts for the purpose of gaining an understanding of Orla Kiely’s brand culture 
and the consumers’ lived experiences with the brand.  
4.8 Interpretive Analysis 
Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988) state that once empirical data has been collected the only 
way to extract usable meaning from it is by interpretive analysis. In this research interpretation 
was being carried out from the moment the first interview had been transcribed (Thomspon et 
al. 2001). As Shankar and Goulding (2001) emphasise, data is without form until the researcher 
takes a standpoint on the information. As such, interpretation is critical for the analysis of the 
data that has the purpose of defining its single or multiple meanings (Holbrook and 
O’Shaughnessy 1988). Patton (2002) contends that interpretation implies going beyond the 
descriptive data. That is, he states, to make sense of findings, to offer explanations, to draw 
conclusions, consider meanings and attach significance to what was found. Interpretation 
begins from transcription (Kvale 1994) and the aim is to reduce the data into extracts that best 
represent the meanings related to the phenomenon being discussed. Phenomenological analysis 
should be a hermeneutic endeavour (Thomspon et al. 1990). The hermeneutic cycle is 
represented below in Figure 4.8. As depicted here, this approach is the continual process of 
reading text, interpreting the text, reading the text again and interpreting the text again. In this 
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way, interpretation can be viewed as a process of continual revision as the researcher 
understands the text more and more (Goulding 1999). This, Thompson and Troester (2002, 
p.555) claim is an ongoing iterative process. Explaining further they state that an initial 
understanding is formed. This they argue is then challenged, revised and developed further 
relative to further theoretical concerns. Lindseth and Norberg (2004, p.149) suggest there are 
three aspects to the interpretation of texts in a hermeneutic manner: ‘naive reading’, ‘structural 
analysis’ and ‘comprehensive understanding’. Explaining naive reading, they clarify that each 
text is read a number of times, first individually and then together so as to grasp a sense of the 
whole meaning. As Smith et al. (2009, p.28) clarifies ‘to understand any given part, you look 
at the whole; to understand the whole, you look at the parts.’ Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy 




Figure 4.8 The hermeneutic cycle (Source: Sfu.ca) 
 
In taking an interpretative stance, Goulding (1999) asserts that researchers should be humble 
in presenting notions of truth, further stating that observations come out of the process of 
interpretation’ (1999, p.870). To engage in this process, Lindseth and Norberg (2004) state that 
it requires the reader to shift from a naturalist attitude, where judgments are already made, to a 
phenomenological attitude where these judgments are suspended. Thomas (2006, p.44) claims 
that during this process of phenomenological reduction ‘radical self-questioning’ is required. 
Following this he confirms that the ‘conceptual clutter’ becomes simplified and palatable. 
Goulding (1999) maintains that this requires the suspension of ontological beliefs, that is, the 
putting aside of prior assumptions so that the researcher can focus on how the participants recall 
their reality in understandable forms. In this view the researcher must try to isolate themselves 
from preconceived ideas. The end goal here is to provide descriptions of the lived experience 
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that grasp meaning rather than imposing it (Thompson et al. 1989). The easiest way to do this 
according to the phenomenological attitude is to narrate from the lived experience (Lindseth 
and Norberg 2004). However, to do so in a comprehensible manner, the large body of data 
must be reduced through structural analysis. Here the naive understanding that guides the 
structural analysis is either validated or invalidated (Lindseth and Norberg 2004). If invalidated 
the process of reading the whole text reoccurs and a new naïve understanding is formed and 
then checked in a new structural analysis. This process, they confirm, is repeated until the 
understanding is validated.  
In the holistic view of phenomenology, the goal is to present a thematic description of the 
experience as it relates to overall context of the life-world (Thompson et al. 1989). To get there 
thematic analysis is employed to help describe the main aspects of the experience (Goulding 
1999). During this process texts are scrutinised for units of meaning that best represent the 
lived experience. Thus, words and phrases are sought that represent common structures 
(Goulding 1999). The aim here is ‘to identify the most recurrent and robust patterns of 
underlying cultural meanings that contextualised these identified commonalities’ (Thompson 
and Coskuner-Balli 2007, p.140). Thompson et al. (1989) stress that emic terms should be used 
here so as to stay true to the lived experience, further avoiding the use of preconceived concept 
labels. Lindent and Norberg (2004) suggest that verbs are better than nouns here when 
revealing lived experience, stating that poetic expressions, metaphors and sayings further help 
convey interpreted meaning. During this process themes may be noted for their common 
appearance across several transcripts (Shankar and Goulding 2001). The best representations 
of these structures are then chosen. According to Ellis (cited in Shankar and Goulding 2001) 
the preferable number is three. Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988) note that only those 
themes that have ‘won’ over the others are put forward to represent the dimension being 
discussed. As Coffey and Atkinson (1996, p.26) argue analysis starts with identifying key 
themes and patterns. They state that the important work then lies ‘in establishing and thinking 
about the linkages between, using the data to think with, in order to generate ideas related to 
the concepts, in essence coding helps organise, retrieve and interpret data but should not be 
mistaken for analysis itself’ (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, p.27). Thematic analysis is common 
in qualitative research. Open coding was the first level of conceptual analysis of the data. That 
involved identifying broad themes that appeared in the data. Labels were given, comparisons 
made and questions asked of each indicator in relation to individual abstract concepts (Creswell 
2009). While many labels were generated here the aim was not indefinite labelling but to make 
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sets of data. This was done by reducing the whole into abstract parts by ordering and 
categorising them to some extent (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). Miles and Huberman (1994, 
p.56) describes this process as the process of giving labels to units of meaning i.e. to words, 
phrases, sentences or whole paragraphs. Ensuing this first stage of thematic coding, axial 
coding was undertaken. This was where data was put back together in a way that explores the 
relationships among identified codes from open coding. Here sub-codes were identified and 
the interrelationships were assessed to see how concepts may relate to each other. The desired 
outcome here was to gain an understanding of the phenomenon being studied. The final stage 
of selective coding identified the core phenomenon so that the storyline could be developed 
around the selected core concepts. Once these were defined, analysis of this core category 
began; findings were then integrated and refined (Creswell 2007). Mind maps similar to those 









Figure 4.9 Mind map used during the analysis stage of this research 
 
To conclude this process, extant literature is finally used to provide further experiential 
descriptions that fit with the findings of the research (Goulding, 1999). According to Lindseth 
and Norberg (2004) the literature is vital to deepen our understanding of the data. In essence, 
Shankar and Goulding (2001 P, 13) state that, it is the researcher's ability to examine and dissect 
the narratives to create credible explanations of the lived experience that are ‘grounded in the 
words and stories of the informants.’ In that, this section has explained the process of analysis 
and interpretation used in this research and thus, concludes this outlining of the practical 
processes implemented here.  
4.9 Observation 
Observation as a research method is a way of collecting information about people, processes 
and cultures through watching, noticing and witnessing (Kawulich 2005). This research 
employed various methods of observation so as to gather information about Orla Kiely and its 
consumers. This included observation of online practices and products such as: blogs, social 
media sites, websites; offline observation included observing consumers in various places and 
a number of employees in the Orla Kiely design studio, London. Adler and Adler (1994) 
describe observation as the foundation of research. Observing human activities in the physical 
setting the activity takes place is important for social scientists (Angrosino and Rosenberg 
2007). Mundane activities and interactions in this natural loci are taken for granted, hence 
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rendering them invisible (Tjora 2006). However, employing the somewhat formalised method 
of observation awakens our attention to the ordinary. As such it is an invaluable method for 
data collection to help to understand collective and individual human behavior.  
Having previously asked if it was possible to come and visit, in 2013 Rowan invited me for 
three days to observe the workings at the Orla Kiely design studio, situated in the head office. 
When observing the design team, Kiely the designer and other employees during my trip to 
London, my aim was to observe first hand, the naturally occurring behaviors and dynamics of 
relationships between them and also the process of design work within this brand. My objective 
was to ‘gather data in a manner that presents the most complete picture of what has happened 
in the research setting (Erlandson et al. 1993, p.103). In this overt process my role as a 
researcher was disclosed to the employees, along with the purpose of the study (Di Domenico 
and Phillips 2009). During this time I was acting as a complete observer: there to gather 
information using various tools and resources (notebooks, recorder, and memory). As a non-
participant my role was to observe and document what I saw, heard and felt and write them 
down (Spradley 1980). Just as Goffman (1989, p.13) recommends, I took careful notes on the 
first day, as I was aware that on the ‘first day you’ll see more than you’ll ever see again. And 
you’ll see things that you won’t see again.’ As Corsaro (1985) advises, notes were labelled and 
within four separate categories: observational notes, methodological notes, theoretical notes 
and personal notes. The observational notes detailed descriptions of the actions directly seen 
and heard, and these contained as little interpretation as possible. My methodological notes 
were effectively reflections on how I overcame difficulties that hindered or restricted my 
observations. My theoretical notes contained the ideas or interpretations that sprung to mind 
right from the first entry and were used to signal elements that warranted further exploration. 
These were kept separate from ‘observation’ notes. My personal notes were used to capture my 
feelings, sensations and reactions to the events observed. These were important in the process 
of reflexivity. At the end of each day I spent time writing up these notes into a more 
comprehensive account of the individuals, space, artefacts and interactions observed. This time 
at Orla Kiely was invaluable in gaining insight into the running of the organisation and was 
fundamental to the progression of this research. 
As  mentioned  above  other  methods of  observation  were  used since  the  start of  this  
research project and continued throughout. In this process I became instantly aware of all things 
Orla Kiely, surveying  all  types  of  visual  material  from  marketing,  blogs, websites,  social  
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media and advertising  as  well  as  observing  consumers,  stores,  displays etc.  Photographs 
were taken as visual representations of Orla   Kiely consumers’ behavioral practices   (Schouten   
and McAlexander 1995). One of the most interesting points of data collection was online. As 
Kozinets (2010, p.1) claims the Internet clearly has an influence on contemporary social 
worlds; thus, researchers must realise ‘they can no longer adequately understand’ important 
facets of social life without considering the Internet and other ‘computer-mediated 
communications.’ They must contemplate social encounters and ‘relations, learning and 
creativity’ on the Internet as they hold significance in the ‘real world’. Keeping a watchful eye 
on consumer interactions online provided significant insight into the consumers’ perceptions 
and communications with Orla Kiely. 
4.10 Conclusion 
This research has now been established as a piece of qualitative research interested in exploring 
the phenomenon of visual literacy in consumer culture. Further established are my ontological 
and epistemological assumptions as an interpretivist researcher. This includes my belief that 
there are multiple realities, realities that are socially constructed. Further accepted is the notion 
that individuals are active in creating meaning in their lives. The idea that they have the ability 
to recognise their relationship with others in the world is also trusted. As an interpretivist I 
recognise my role in the research and acknowledge my subjectivity. Therefore, noted here are 
my efforts in ‘bracketing’ any pre-understandings I have of this phenomenon. This chapter also 
explained how the existential phenomenological philosophy further supports my interpretivist 
view. With the goals of understanding the lived experiences of the participants involved in this 
research, existential phenomenology was confirmed as the appropriate perspective for 
exploring the relationship between the participants of this research and Orla Kiely. As a 
methodological strategy, phenomenology was further explored to describe the in-depth 
interview as a means of gathering data related to the lived experience. This methodology was 
stated as valued because it provided data for the purpose of interpretation. The latter part of 
this chapter details how this method was employed during data collection. Further outlined 
were the complimentary methods used in this research: semi-structured interviews and 
observations. As stated above this body of data was collected, read, analysed, scrutinised and 
interpreted so as to provide an understanding of the meaning of the lived experience. The 
ensuing chapter presents the final stage of the data reduction. It is in these interpretations that 
the experiences of the consumers are explored. 
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Shankar and Patterson (2001) state that phenomena are often chosen for research purposes 
because they are considered ‘objects of wonder.’ However, they argue, that too often 
phenomena are not represented as wonderful at all and become lost in an amalgamation of 
longwinded words and methodological load bearing. As such they claim that in interpretive 
research representation is paramount. When best representing the data, they argue a ‘canonical 
style’ of convoluted language would fail to engage the reader. Mike Pinnington (mentioned 
earlier) notes a similar issue with art interpretation texts. He argues that often unnecessarily 
difficult language and convoluted jargon is used. Just as just Shankar and Patterson stated here, 
Pinnington argues that this just alienates the viewer and often fails to captivate them with the 
artwork. He states that the point of interpretation texts should be to engage the viewer so that 
they help them form opinions about the art. If the texts cannot be understood then neither can 
the art. Similarly, in the representation of research data, the point should be to create an 
interesting representation for the reader so that they can form an opinion about the data. Bearing 
this in mind, Chapter 7 aims to present an interesting representation of the interpretations of 


















































Creativity takes courage.  













CHAPTER 5. ORLA KIELY: BRAND CULTURE 
                  
5.1 Introduction 
As stated in Chapter 3, brand culture is co-created and co-authored. This chapter and the next 
explores brand culture from the organisation’s viewpoint and examines its effort in the cultural 
branding process. In this chapter this organisation is considered for its role as the primary 
author of the Orla Kiely brand story. Thus, beginning with the historical background of the 
company, this chapter introduces the founder of the brand, designer Orla Kiely. It provides an 
outline of her design training and summarises how that led to the formation of her own label 
with husband and business partner, Dermott Rowan. It is suggested here that separately Kiely 
and Rowan are experts in their respective fields and together they form a functional balance in 
design and management. The brand story is next examined. Kiely and Rowan’s public personas 
are then observed to show how they have become important characters of the brand story. 
Additionally, the brand’s heritage is assessed to identify it as the main storyline in the brand 
story. This chapter explains how Orla Kiely continually and concurrently manages its strategic 
vision and brand identity. All that considered this chapter is largely, an examination of the Orla 
Kiely brand and how it functions culturally. It is an appreciation of Orla Kiely as a cultural 
leader that uses design to create the status quo, not to follow it. For the purpose of this 
discussion going forward, the brand is referred to as Orla Kiely (in italics) and the designer as 
Kiely. As she herself revealed in her interview (2013 June), it can get confusing when using 
her full name and the brand’s name in the same conversation. She further commented: 
It’s very strange when people talk about it as something that's not me, you know as a brand. 
I am sitting beside them and they refer to it as a brand, rather than as me. It’s quite strange 
sometimes. I am getting quite used to it now but it is quite strange. 
As Kiely reminds us here, Orla Kiely, the brand, begins with her own self. Accordingly, this 
next section gives a brief history of the designer’s training, the company’s beginnings and the 
brand’s growth since it was formed in 1996. 
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5.2 Brand Beginnings 
As mentioned above, the story of Orla Kiely originates with Kiely, a Dublin-born artist and 
print designer. Having been formally trained, firstly in 1982 at The National College of Art & 
Design, Dublin (BA) and subsequently in 1985 at the Royal College of Art, London (MA), 
Kiely has since spent many years in industry learning and developing her craft. Following her 
education at The National College of Art & Design (specialising in graphics and print design), 
Kiely travelled to New York and worked in a design company where she claims she ‘gained 
the best colour training anyone could possibly have’ (Kiely 2010, p.27). There she mixed 
sample pots of gouache (slightly thicker than watercolour paint) and painted paper artwork 
called croquis, creating repeat pattern designs by hand. She also took on some freelance work 
at this time. Her industry training then continued during an influential period working for the 
American fashion designer Esprit, based in Dusseldorf, Germany. After spending two years 
working on the fashion team in Germany, Kiely spent another two working for the clothing 
company in London. In her interview Kiely commented that her time as a print designer at 
Esprit was a valuable period in her training: ‘kind of a key thing.’ She stated that because she 
was ‘literally painting all day long,’ she learned a lot about print and design. After leaving 
Esprit, Kiely embarked on a postgraduate programme in the Royal College of Art specialising 
in knitwear. Her MA was completed after two years and ended with a show of her work, which 
comprised a collection of hats. A buyer from Harrods, the luxury department store, who 
attended this graduate show purchased Kiely’s collection. Although hat designs stirred her 
career, her focus soon changed to bags following an observation her father made that not every 
woman wears a hat but that every woman carries a bag (Kiely 2010, p.37). This comment has 
often been cited as the catalyst for Orla Kiely’s most recognised product line. The Orla Kiely 
handbag was even deemed iconic enough to make it on to a special collection of Irish stamps 
commissioned by An Post, as well as the front cover of the Design Museum’s book dedicated 
to the Fifty Bags That Changed The World, both seen below in Figure 5.1. 
Following her MA show, Kiely worked as a freelance designer as well as designing her own 
range. The Orla Kiely label was properly formed in 1996 when Kiely and Rowan set up their 
first office at home. Rowan managed deliveries and Kiely designed and produced. At the end 
of 1997 Debenhams commissioned a diffusion range from the designer and as she explained 
this was the ‘go for it’ moment for the brand (Kiely 2010). According to Borja de Mozota 
(2003) design entrepreneurs usually start in this way, as freelance designers and then develop 
their firm leadership style that is based on their philosophy of design and preference for design 
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processes (Kiely’s design processes are discussed further in Chapter 6). In 1998, with the brand 
growing, Orla Kiely was moved to Battersea in Southwest London. At the same time the first 
Orla Kiely collection debuted at London Fashion Week and helped secure the brand’s first 
export orders. This exposure led to an invitation to exhibit at Premiere Classe (a high-profile 
accessories trade show) and Paris Fashion Week the same year. It was from this exhibition that 
fashion houses Le Bon Marché Paris, Isetan Japan, Saks Fifth Ave USA, Lane Crawford Hong 
Kong and Brown Thomas Ireland took an interest in Orla Kiely designs, becoming the first of 
over a thousand distributors of the brand. Although the brand was (and still is) situated in 
London, it later expanded to distribute in Ireland, then Paris, Tokyo, New York and Hong Kong.  
 
                        
 
Figure 5.1 Irish 82c stamp; Design Museum ‘Fifty bags that changed the world’ (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
In 2001 Orla Kiely retained an American agent and in 2002 a Japanese distributer was engaged. 
Orla Kiely now has stores located in Covent Garden London (this flagship store opened in 
2005), Kings Road store in Chelsea (opened 2010), Mercer Street New York (opened 2011), 
and Tokyo, Japan (opened 2015). Today, the brand’s distribution is supported by a number of 
international fashion stores and independent boutiques; all carefully chosen by management 
(Godey et al. 2009). Orla Kiely is now sold in over 30 countries and can also be purchased on 
the brand’s website orlakiely.com, as well as on the online stores of the other distributors. 
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While Orla Kiely began as a collection of hats and accessories, the brand’s product line has 
developed to include a full range of fashion for women (Mainline and Resort collections that 
produce dresses, outerwear, tops, skirts, knitwear), a selected fashion range for men, bags 
(Mainline and Etc.), accessories (eyewear, phone covers, tablet covers, laptop bags, luggage, 
wallets, umbrellas, shoes, body products, perfume, candles) paper (books and stationary), and 
homewares and home furnishings (bed and bath - for kids also, kitchen-mugs, canisters, living 
room - sofas, chairs, tables, sideboards, lampshades, wallpaper, garden tools). Figures 5.2-5.7 
below show samples of these product lines taken from orlakiely.com. The brand has also 
collaborated for various licencing deals with Citroen, Genex, Conran Octopus, Butlers 
Chocolates, Pure Radio, KMI Fragrance, Heals Furniture, Wild and Wolf, Penny Kennedy, 
Egmont Children’s Books, Bliss Home, Tripp Luggage, McGlaggan Smith Mugs, Blueprint 
Collections Stationary, Carolina Pad Stationary, Bewleys, Fulton Umbrellas, Brita, Trextra 
Phone Accessories and collaborations with Apple, Target, Sainsburys, Tesco, Dulux, The Tate, 
MoMA, Clarks Shoes, Boots, People Tree, Uniqlo and a forthcoming collection with stylist 
Leah Clarke called L’Orla.  
 
 















Figure 5.5 Orla Kiely Paper (Source: orlakiely.com, 2015) 
 
  




Figure 5.7 Orla Kiely Fragrances (Source: orlakiely.com, 2015) 
 
This growth of Orla Kiely must be accredited to the couple behind the brand. As the sole owners 
of Orla Kiely Plc., Kiely and Rowan retain control over the brand and are recognised here for 
turning a small design enterprise into an international fashion and homewares label. This next 
section provides some insight into the couple themselves and explores how their individual 
interests married together (literally and metaphorically), enabling them to form a strong design 
management team at Orla Kiely. 
5.3 Orla Kiely: The Authors 
 
Figure 5.8 Dermott Rowan profile picture; Orla Kiely the designer (Source: LinkedIn 2014; Orla Kiely) 
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According to Holt (2002) the organisation is the primary author of the brand story and therefore, 
its brand culture. At Orla Kiely the organisation is essentially Kiely and Rowan (seen in Figure 
5.8 above), and they are responsible for authoring the Orla Kiely brand story. The couple are 
each respected in their own areas of expertise: Kiely in design and Rowan in brand management 
and have a list of accolades that reflect their individual and joint successes. As Borja de Mozota 
(2003) highlights, design awards (especially those held in high esteem) and peer recognition 
are extremely important for design firms to affirm their status in the industry and for building 
their design reputation (it also helps them to recruit employees, customers and licensee 
partners). As an artist and a brand being respected in her field is important (Preece and Kerrigan 
2015). Kiely was awarded the Irish Tatler: Irish Woman of the Year in 2004 and was named 
one of HBOS 100 Most Entrepreneurial Women in 2008. In 2011, the British Queen presented 
her with an Honorary OBE for her contribution to business and fashion. Throughout her career, 
Kiely has been bestowed with four UK Fashion Export Awards to include the prestigious Gold 
Award. Rowan is widely recognised for his brand management flair and is acknowledged as an 
expert in the field of fashion exporting. He has received four UKFE Awards including a Gold 
Award. They were both nominated as finalists in the Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year 
Awards in 2009. Here Preece and Kerrigan (2015) would state that Kiely, as the artist/designer 
brand, inflects her product brand with integrity and value as a result of her reputation. 
Kiely is a visiting professor for textiles at the Royal College of Art, London, and also acts as 
an examiner there, as well as the Chelsea College of Art and the National College of Art and 
Design, Dublin. In 2015 Kiely launched a MA Textiles scholarship at the RCA. Additionally, 
she has been an adjudicator at the UK Graduate Fashion Week Industry and also The Media 
Awards. She has also presented a lecture in the distinguished Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London and featured in the landmark exhibition, Pioneering Design and Art 1837-2012 
celebrating 175 years of the Royal College of Art. Kiely is an industry consultant for Habitat 
and sits on the Dulux Design Council. Rowan then lectures on international brand building as 
well as export strategies at various colleges in the UK. He is a frequent guest speaker for the 
UK Fashion Exports, The Japan Institute and The Entrepreneurs Club of Hong Kong. He is 
also a board member of the Craft Council of Ireland. Individually, each is extremely 
knowledgeable in their respective fields and together they form an exclusive partnership led by 
design and ambitious strategic management. In writing the brand story, both Kiely and Rowan 
have themselves become part of the storyline. Kiely, as the designer and founder is seen 
publically as the shy creative designer and Rowan as the more serious, confident, savvy 
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businessman. Visual communications for the brand reflects these personas (as seen in Figure 
5.9). 
 
Figure 5.9 Orla Kiely and Dermott Rowan (Source: The Irish Times 2014) 
 
In each of their interviews both Rowan and Kiely represented each other in line with these 
differing identities. In the 2012 interview with Rowan, he spoke of Kiely with admiration for 
her as person and designer. He affirmed that Kiely was an unassuming down-to-earth woman, 
despite her power within the industry. Rowan asserted that she values respect over celebrity 
and further commented: 
Orla is Orla. She hasn’t changed. She’s not a celebrity. Is she well known? Yes. Does she 
have power? Yes. Is she respected within her industry? Yes... She has the power to take 
someone to a different place.  
During an earlier interview given to Xposé, an Irish television programme covering London 
Fashion Week 2011, Rowan commented, ‘I am in awe of Orla’s talent and what she has done 
here is amazing.’ Rowan’s descriptions of Kiely help to reinforce the public perception of the 
designer. At the beginning of her interview, when presented with the interview questions, Kiely 
commented, ‘wow these are quite serious.’ Then forewarned that she would find it difficult to 
answer the more business-like questions. Kiely apologised for the answers she might give, 
claiming some questions were more ‘Dermotty’ and suggested he would be best to answer 
those. She asserted that she was more comfortable talking about the process of design. When 
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it came to dealing with the brand management side of Orla Kiely, Kiely put her husband 
forward as the more knowledgeable one, implicitly reinforcing her own image as the artistic, 
non-business orientated, inspired designer. It appears Kiely is embracing certain mythical 
values of the artist identity and downplaying her business knowledge (Preece and Kerrigan 
2015). The term bobo is used to describe the bourgeois-bohemian who sees himself or herself 
as a creator who just happens to do business (Brooks 2000). Holt (2004) affirms that these 
creatives see work as a necessary method of self-actualisation. Kiely, in this sense can be 
described as bobo and in her interview she implied that design was her true purpose: 
I do what I do because that's what I love doing and that's the kind of positive reward that 
you get when you do something that people respond to. 
However, it was quite observable that Kiely is a serious businesswoman too, even though she 
presents herself as simply a modest artist. While there is no doubt that Kiely is genuine and 
unassuming, these personality traits alone do not capture the designer’s flair for corporate 
management. It was clear when observing the way the designer operates that there was disparity 
between the woman in the interview who expressed her constant worry about how her work is 
received and the woman seen in the design studio at the head of her own label. Even though 
she is a successful artist brand in her own right (Kerrigan et al. 2011), Kiely reveals her self-
doubt in the public sphere. When it was suggested that self-doubt is an artist’s affliction, Kiely 
replied, ‘it’s never quite good enough is it…you are your own worst critic.’ As Preece and 
Kerrigan (2015) highlight, artists often experience a diminished sense of self due to indifferent 
feedback or lack of feedback on their work. Kiely describes herself as ‘supercritical’ 
(Independent 2013). Bayles and Orland (1993) discuss the fear artists typically have and their 
innate desire to be understood. They claim that for artists being understood affirms the 
humanity they share with everyone around them. However, Bayles and Orland also confirm 
that sharing work is a risk that is ‘fearsome’ because ‘in making your real work, you hand the 
audience the power to deny the understanding you seek’ (1993, p.39). Considering this, Kiely 
asserted that she preferred being in her studio designing rather than having to deal with certain 
parts of the business i.e. dealing with external activities or to expose herself to potential 
negativity from consumers on social media. She commented that Rowan and her employees 
deal with ‘those things’. Describing problems in this way seemed fearfully dismissive. 
However, it is clear that Orla Kiely has not become the successful brand it is today without 
Kiely having had significant input into ‘those things’. Nevertheless, it is in her designer 
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practices that Kiely appears most confident. This was observed repeatedly during my research 
trip to her studio. It is in this designer role that Kiely has freedom to deploy her aesthetic and 
visual knowledge (Ewenstein and Whyte 2007). When describing her brand she asserted: 
Well it’s me in the end … everything is about me, and what I like. The work that I did in 
the past, the work that I do now, it’s exactly how I always visualised things … I’m not 
trying to follow trends or what other people are doing. I am just doing it exactly how I like 
things to be done. 
This statement is indicative of the type of leadership characteristic needed to create an iconic 
brand (Holt 2003). As Clark and Fujimoto (1990) suggest, following market data can actually 
limit or suppress the imagination of product designers. This statement is assertive, definite and 
confident, and does not reflect the inhibitions previously spoken about in her interview. Here 
Kiely claims the brand designs are ‘exactly how she visualised things’. Kiely is an individual 
with a high level of visual literacy, one who uses visual thinking and prior knowledge to 
conceptualise and actualise design (Kiely’s designer practices are discussed further in Chapter 
6). At this level Kiely is a visual leader, a self-reliant designer who has created an iconic brand 
by moving away from convention (Holt 2003). Furthermore, it is Kiely’s vision that overrides 
all design decisions in the organisation. In his interview Rowan confirmed that ‘everything 
feeds into the center, everything is approved by Orla.’ Kiely revealed: 
I’m very uncompromising and I have to be … You just have to be … I will push for the 
tiniest detail and make sure that we get it … It’s always annoying if something isn’t quite 
right … We’re all … striving for the same thing, and I think you have to because once you 
start compromising a little bit, it gets bigger and bigger and bigger … We are doing a lot 
of licensing now where licensees might come with suggestions or ideas. But we design 
everything and certainly if they try and design it, and we don't like it, we take over and 
then do it, so nothing goes out without absolute approval from here. 
Kiely is extremely protective of her name as well as her designs, and although in her interview 
she expressed unease in answering ‘business type questions’, she is more than accomplished at 
doing so. Kiely may not be comfortable in a public managerial role but in her working day, it 
was noticeably a vital part of her directing the Orla Kiely label.  
Hahn (2013) emphasises that for brand culture to propagate, organisations must have a brand 
philosophy they truly believe in and unremittingly act in line with- one that is embodied in the 
brand identity. Shultz and Hatch (2006, p.18) assert that brand identity is the ‘organisation’s 
claims about who they are as an organisation.’ In other words what they stand for, what they 
value, what they believe in and what their purpose is. At Orla Kiely, the brand avows it is 
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design-led. It asserts the brand stands for quality design. It believes that design can change the 
world and, as such, states that its purpose is to change the world through design in a small way. 
These core values and beliefs are fed throughout the brand story, which Kiely and Rowan take 
every opportunity to convey. When asked to define the Orla Kiely brand, Rowan replied, ‘if I 
was to describe the brand I would do so emotionally and say it was wonderful.’ However, not 
allowing his emotional ties to the brand overshadow his responsibility as managing director, 
he then referred to a prepared statement that contained a primed description of Orla Kiely. 
Reading from this written statement he clarified: 
Orla Kiely is a distinctive lifestyle brand better known for its wide range of geometric 
prints, which can be applied across a whole variety of household and fashion products. 
Since 1996 Orla Kiely is one of the most innovative design companies to originate in years. 
Orla Kiely’s position in the market is clearly design-led. The core of the business is the 
unique textile designs, which are created by Orla Kiely each season. 
It is clear from this statement that Rowan is aware of the importance of public perception and 
that every word about the brand must reflect the brand story, exactly. Though Rowan’s initial 
response clearly shows how passionate he is about the brand, as managing director he would 
not let a personal description be the basis of his answer in an interview that may formulate a 
representation of the brand. O’Reilly (2005, p.583) refers to this type of communication as a 
‘performative brand text,’ a careful consideration that is strategic and an important part of 
building brand culture. Balmer and Gray (2003, p.989) state: 
Maintaining the substance, credibility and values of a corporate brand is a complicated and 
unremitting task. It requires continuous reinvestment and ongoing support from senior 
management … (and) congruent total corporate communication and fidelity to the notion 
that behaviour mirrors rhetoric. 
In this view, as the managing director of Orla Kiely, Rowan is accountable for all 
communications that are relayed relative to the brand story. Accordingly, he must continually 
represent the brand in a professional manner (Schultz and Hatch 2006). Schroeder (2002) 
asserts such corporate communication is critical for brand success. In his interview Rowan was 
particularly careful about his verbal representations of the brand and as seen in the above 
statement words such as ‘distinctive’, ‘innovative,’ ‘unique’ and ‘design-led’ are his preferred 
terms. Oddly though, Kiely and Rowan’s meticulous self-representation often seems to go 
unnoticed, or is noticed but not appreciated for its purpose by some media. For example, in an 
account given in the New York Times, journalist Emling marvels at the fact that Kiely ‘happens’ 
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to be wearing an Orla Kiely dress, is sitting on an Orla Kiely chair and is drinking from an Orla 
Kiely mug. She claims that, ‘Orla Kiely is an advertisement for her whimsical brand, seemingly 
without trying.’ This is clearly a designer situated in the middle of her own brand story. As 
outlined here, Kiely and Rowan are two highly successful individuals with complete control of 
their own label. Thus, upholding the public perception of Kiely as a shy artist, and Rowan as a 
shrewd businessman presents them as the ultimate complimentary force in design management: 
Kiely as the artistic right side of the brain and Rowan as the logical left side. The balance that 
is portrayed through this relationship, both personally and professionally, also adds an element 
of romance to the Orla Kiely story. If it were a fairy tale, the story might begin like this: 
Once upon a time in a small apartment, Kiely created her designs and Rowan dispatched 
the orders coming in. Their journey continued as their passion and vision for their label 
was further ignited by their drive for success, a love of design and a love for each other.  
This partnership adds a unique aspect to this brand story. Holt (2004) claims that a brand story 
is the expression of an ideology embraced by a brand. This next section explores Orla Kiely’s 
brand story to identify how Kiely and Rowan, as storymakers (Berkowitz cited in Di Somma 
2014) have tapped into a cultural ideology that has helped them create a powerful brand myth 
that consumers are eager to engage with.  
5.4 The Brand Story 
Orla Kiely has since its beginning valued good design, unique design and quality design. While 
these are common values expected from a design-led brand, being devoted to these values has 
helped Orla Kiely achieve iconic status. For Orla Kiely its design heritage is extremely 
important and fundamental to its brand story. Schroeder et al. (2015b, p.6) claim that for 
organisations that believe that history is important, brand heritage has become a valuable 
storytelling device that gives the brand a sense of authenticity. Value is offered through legacy 
(Urde et al. 2007). Alexander (2009, p.552) argues that good ‘brand stories need a good setting 
– place - and time.’ Orla Kiely’s story is set in the mid-century. However, unlike century old 
brands like Coca-Cola who have heritage in their own history, Orla Kiely, a young organisation 
in comparison, finds its heritage elsewhere. According to Merchant and Rose (2013), heritage 
is belonging to something from the past that is still important. Thus, rather than relying on the 
organisation’s history for heritage, Orla Kiely appropriates heritage from mid-century design’s 
history. This is continually emphasised as highly important to the brand’s evolution.  
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In the retro revolution, or ‘retro boom’ in the early part of the twenty first century (Brown 
2001) there was a keen interest in retro marketing (Brown 1999), and also retro branding 
(Brown et al. 2003). Brands like Volkswagen began producing updated imitations of old 
popular product lines (Brown et al. 2003, p.19). They were reconstructing heritage by bringing 
out newer versions of popular products, e.g. the new Beetle (Bradford and Balmer 2013). While 
these brands can delve into their own histories to find old popular products to recreate, Orla 
Kiely does not. Hence, what Orla Kiely does is create mythical heritage by using vintage design 
elements in contemporary product lines (Bradford and Balmer 2013). In using well-recognised 
design elements from that era, Orla Kiely has created a visual shorthand for consumers to 
understand what the brand stands for - an optimistic, colourful and creative ideology. By 
associating itself with this era the brand is appropriating longevity and stability (Merchant and 
Rose 2013) that goes further back than its date of establishment. Further, the heritage 
connection being made here comes across as authentic because Kiely, the founder, was a child 
of the 1960s. Her life is part of the brand (Preece and Kerrigan 2015). She has lived through 
this era and continually mentions its influence in her design work throughout her career. In this 
view, her personal history and experience has further influenced the development of the brand 
(Belk 1990). Paul (the art lecturer and one of the participants in this research) states in his 
interview that there are very important historical epochs individuals are keen to associate 
themselves with. For example, the 1960s he explained, was a ‘climactic’ time in history ‘when 
design actually came to have usefulness in society, to reinvigorate it.’ He asserted that the 
1960s brought a shift in ways of thinking, almost revolutionary, and art, advertising, fashion, 
music and politics were all partaking in change. Advertising, for example, became dynamic. It 
pushed old boundaries that inspired a wave of creativity within the industry, to what became 
known as the ‘creative revolution.’ Frank (1998, p.54) recalls:   
Advertising narratives suddenly idealised, not the repressed account man in grey flannel 
but the manic, unrestrained creative person in offbeat clothing. The world of advertising 
was no longer bureaucratic and placid with scientism, but artistic and dysfunctional, a place 
of wild passions … (that) broke decisively with the stilted, idealised cliché-ridden style of 
the 1950s … Humour, wit, and stylistic elegance returned from the advertising oblivion … 
The ads of the creative revolution not only differed from those of the grey flannel past; 
they were openly at war with their predecessors.    
Here Frank describes how artists and writers worked together to participate in critiques of mass 
society, appealing to public fears of manipulation, of fraud and powerlessness. At this time, art 
movements such as abstract expressionism and later pop art challenged conventional art. 
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During this time designs, artists and other creatives used visual language to express their desire 
for a less conventional way of doing things. In using some of the cultural codes related to this 
era, Orla Kiely is reimagining the era in a quite romanticised and idealised manner (Bradford 
and Balmer 2013). It should be noted that in reality this time was a time filled with tensions 
and role struggles in society. Nevertheless, Orla Kiely is simply using past elements to create 
a sense of homage to that era, while also taking what was good out of it to pay reverence to 
those who contributed to the changes (Bradford and Balmer 2013). There is a clear admiration 
for those designers who participated in the struggles to be more expressive and creative. These 
designers include: Barbara Brown, Lucienne Day and Maija Isola (shown in Figure 5.10 below), 
artists Paul Klee and Joan Miro, and furniture designers Alexander Girard for Herman Miller, 
Fearns and Kahn, George Nelson (shown in Figure 5.12 below) and Robin Day (shown in 
Figure 5.14 below).  
 
         
Figure 5.10 Calyx fabric by Lucienne Day, textile design by Barbara Brown 1967, Kaivo fabric by Maija Isola 
(Source: Pallantbookshop.com; Gallatandjonesblog.com; Architonic.com, 2014) 
 
        




Orla Kiely designs pay homage to these designers by taking certain stylistic elements and 
colours into a more contemporary language. Figure 5.11 above shows a number of Orla Kiely 
prints that can be recognised for their mid-century influence. Figure 5.14 and Figure 5.16 show 
a collection of furniture designed for Heals (a 200 year old family run furniture brand that also 
prides itself on its design and craft heritage) by Orla Kiely. Figure 5.12 shows a collaboration 
Orla Kiely did with Pure Radios in the style of a well-recognised 1960s radio. Figure 5.14 and 
Figure 5.16 show how mid-century inspiration is evident in Orla Kiely’s furniture design. 
Figure 5.17 shows some original wallpaper designs from the 1960s that can be appreciated for 
their influence in Orla Kiely’s wallpaper designs for Harlequin, seen in Figure 5.18.  
 
      
Figure 5.12 Roberts Radio; Orla Kiely for Pure Radio (Source: Pinterest; Orla Kiely) 
 
                                               




                         
Figure 5.14 Orla Kiely wall unit and sideboard for Heals 2008 (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
 
           
Figure 5.15 Robin Day sofa and set of chairs 1960s (Source: Pinterest, 2014) 
 
 
         




     
Figure 5.17 1960s wallpaper designs (Source: Homerenovations.com; Photobucket.com; Bradbury.com, 2014) 
 
             
Figure 5.18 Orla Kiely wallpaper for Harlequin (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
All of Orla Kiely’s advertising and marketing communications are also reflective of this mid-
century era. While Orla Kiely’s communication strategies are discussed in detail below, it is 
worth briefly referencing here the way Orla Kiely styles its advertising. Merchant and Rose 
(2013, p.2619) see advertising as instrumental ‘in building consumer’s brand heritage 
perceptions. Figure 5.19 below shows two Orla Kiely adverts. One set in what looks like a 
1950s bar and the other in a bedroom you would expect from that time also. However, these 
are staged to look that way so as to coincide with the brand’s cultural cueing. Bambauer-Sachse 
and Gierl (2009) emphasise that advertising is often used to pay reverence to past icons. Figure 
5.20 shows an Orla Kiely model (on the left) that appears to be styled quite similar to the 1960s 
actress Brigitte Bardot (seen on the right). Goldman and Papson (cited in Schroeder 2002, p.30) 
state that advertising is an unremitting process where meanings are taken from one context to 
another and by placing them into the advertising framework those meanings then, become 
associated with other meaning systems. Figure 5.21 then shows an Orla Kiely advert on the left 
and a Mary Quant advert on the right (a celebrated designer from the 1960s). As seen here the 
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Mary Quant motif seems to be a clear influence in Orla Kiely’s image created for the Target 
advert. As seen from these images, Orla Kiely preserves the past through design and 
representation (Bamnauer-Sachse and Gierl 2009). Zhiyan et al.  (2013, p.18) would refer to it 
as the repackaging of historical culture. In Schroeder et al.’s (2015, p.4) view this is a ‘dense 
branding strategy’ where inspiration and concrete ideas are drawn from history to create new 
design.  
 
   
Figure 5.19 Orla Kiely Fall/Winter 2012 advert (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
  







       
Figure 5.21 Orla Kiely Target advert; Mary Quant ‘bare essentials,’ advert (Source: Orla Kiely; Pinterest, 2014) 
 
In using cultural codes linked to that mid-century era, Orla Kiely is able to connect with 
consumers on a deep emotional level. For those who lived through that era they evoke ‘personal’ 
nostalgia and for those who did not they evoke a ‘communal’ nostalgia because of the common 
knowledge of epochal changes that took place (Brown et al. 2003, p.19). Goulding (2001, 
p.565) contends that ‘nostalgia is big business.’ In the literature nostalgia is typically accepted 
as a feeling of longing for the past that usually arises from negative emotions in the present. In 
this moment, the longing or yearning for the past often induces dissatisfaction toward the 
present and future (Holbrook 1993). Boym (2001) claims that with nostalgia, there is an 
amazing capacity to remember sensations, tastes, sounds, smells and minute trivia in the past. 
However, she argues that these fond memories are often just clouded critical reflections. 
Goulding (2001) uses the metaphor of the rose tinted glasses to describe this skewed 
recollection. In consumer research, she states, a less serious view of nostalgia is taken. For 
example, as Holbrook (1993) states, nostalgia toward products simply refers to the positive 
attitude a consumer has toward objects that were common or fashionable when the individual 
was younger. Holbrook and Schindler (1994, p.109) contend that such nostalgia reminds 
consumers of their adolescence and thus, helps brands create preference formation toward them 
in a process of ‘nostalgic bonding’. According to Schindler and Holbrook (2003), this can lead 
to an intense period of ‘affective consumption’. What is interesting about Orla Kiely is that its 
design aesthetic resonates with consumers on a deep emotional level. This seemingly occurs 
because of this link to the past and will be explored further in Chapter 7. When considering the 
idea of affective consumption, Orla Kiely’s aesthetic comes into play as it is noted to evoke 
affective responses from consumers. It seems that the visual language of Orla Kiely and its 
affect is another reason why the brand has become so iconic.  
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As mentioned in Chapter 3, iconic brands identify a cultural tension or social disruption and 
create the demand for new cultural expressions (Holt and Cameron 2010). From studying this 
brand, it seems that Orla Kiely has connected with consumers who are looking for a new form 
of expression. During her interview Kiely was asked to identify the brand magic. She 
commented:  
I don't think you can ever really know what magic is … I suppose it’s just the colour. I 
mean there is happiness. We were told that. Dermott was told that. Dermott was told that 
years and years ago when we were selling in the early days. We were doing apples and 
pears; you know the fruit. I think it was September 11th and Fashion Week was on, and of 
course everything just stopped. The whole world stopped. But we couldn't afford to not 
sell our collection because, you know, we were young and it was early days. So Dermott 
flew over to America and he saw lots of people with tiny collections and they all said, ‘in 
this kind of time’- you know it was a tough time, they just said, 'It’s really lovely to see 
such happy, optimistic design’. 
In a sense of history repeating itself, the early 1990s like the 1960s were a time of unrest. 
Individuals were left with a sense of fear and powerlessness after that ‘day the world changed’ 
(Henley 2011). Orla Kiely’s visual worked in contrast to this dark time and offered individuals 
an optimistic aesthetic. The designs were simple, the colours bright. In a retroactive manner 
Orla Kiely, like the advertisers and artists of the 1960s, critiqued societal tensions through its 
use of visual language. Using colour, pattern and simple design (reminiscent of more simpler 
times) Orla Kiely expressed its desire for less conventional ways of doing design. Orla Kiely 
designs were used to create a new cultural expression, one that was more optimistic (The 
Design Museum 2011). Bradford and Balmer (2013, p.353) contend that consumers often select 
‘brands because their attributes facilitate the alleviation of present concerns, the escape from 
present constraints.’ Further, Merchant and Rose (2013) state that brands with heritage offer 
stability in times of crisis, they offer grounding in times of instability. Orla Kiely’s visual 
attributes appear to have, for some, eased concern. In her book Pattern, Kiely recognises that 
individuals at that time (early 1990s) were rediscovering colour’s ‘irrepressible cheerfulness 
and vitality’ (2010, p.91). She claims they were rediscovering, ‘the brave face it puts on for the 
world’. It seems some consumers were using Orla Kiely to put on their brave face. According 
to Kiely, design at the turn of the century was ‘sober and sombre’; she recalls that ‘black was 
big’ (2010, p.40). Therefore, it was seemingly rather easy for Orla Kiely to stand out against 
this ‘backdrop of sullen raincloud-black handbags’ that were typically on offer (The Design 
Museum 2011, p.86). To repeat Frank’s (1998) phrase above, Orla Kiely broke the ‘cliché-




   
Figure 5.22 Orla Kiely for Target (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
Again in 2008 there was another cultural upset - a worldwide recession. Many who once had 
financial stability no longer had that steadiness.  Thus, they were no longer able to participate 
in excess or high-end consumption activities. Holt (2004) argues that iconic brands change as 
times change. In 2008 Orla Kiely, (perhaps the timing was coincidental) embarked on a 
partnership with an unlikely suitor, the US store Target (an advert for this collection can be 
seen above in Figure 5.22). Nevertheless, the fit came not in the positioning but in the 
connection it had with a significant cultural change. By leveraging this partnership, the brand 
was able to build an entire new customer base as well as build brand awareness by entering a 
new category (Uggla 2006), i.e. homewares. That  same year the company grew by 17% (The 
New York Times 2009). More important it was able to connect with consumers who still 
wanted to purchase good quality design without having to incur the costs that they could no 
longer afford. Schultz and Hatch (2006) point out that brand managers are continually faced 
with the inconsistencies of trying to adjust and adapt to unstable market developments and 
preferences, while concurrently protecting the cultural heritage of the brand. Nevertheless, 
Orla Kiely changed with change and created an ideology consumers were eager to connect with 
- beautiful objects that lifted their spirits. In his interview Rowan remarked: 
One of the reasons we are here is to change the world in our own way. We are not going 
to be revolutionaries but if we can change the world in a small way, that's why we are in 
business … We just want to make it a better place. We want to bring nice design sure; 
visually, we want to bring good things. 
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Holt (2003) claims that brands become iconic when they can offer an alternative ideology to 
existing tensions. It seems that Orla Kiely has become iconic for providing consumers with a 
brand myth they can believe in - that visual language can help them communicate their hope 
for a more positive and creative future. Thus, the brand myth centred on aesthetic soothing 
helps consumers create their own identity myth to help them deal with worries that are going 
on in their own lives (Holt 2004).  
According to Cooper (2006), the Lovemark theory embraces brands such as Orla Kiely that 
give birth to great stories; bring the past, present and future together; tap into people’s dreams; 
celebrate myths and icons and inspire their followers. Orla Kiely brings the past into the present 
and then its present into the future through the design innovation.  It uses cultural codes 
consumers can identify with, and also provides a visual language that offers optimism, further 
tapping into consumers’ dreams. Moreover, it celebrates myths and certainly inspires. 
‘Sensuality’, Cooper (2006) argues, is also critical for Lovemark brands and by that he means 
brands that engage all of the senses. In this next section Orla Kiely’s strategic vision is 
discussed to include an examination of Orla Kiely sense-ual appeal. It is because of this 
sensuality that Orla Kiely is further considered a luxury brand with an artful approach to brand 
management.  
5.5 The Strategic Vision 
Strategic vision is management’s ambitions for what the organisation will accomplish in the 
future (Schultz and Hatch 2006). In her interview, Kiely mentioned she had a vision to create 
beautiful innovative designs. According to Borja de Mozota (2003) such design vision 
questions the conditions that are considered normal in the industry, so as to contemplate future 
reality in a different manner. When asked about Orla Kiely’s purpose, Rowan stated that he 
wanted to make Kiely the U2 of the design world. Rowan’s vision for the brand is prodigious. 
Here he compares the scale of his vision to the achievements of one of the world’s most 
successful and ubiquitous rock bands. Rowan clearly has great aspirations for Orla Kiely and 
as managing director has implemented management strategies that have helped the brand widen 
its customer base, increase its profits and enter tough foreign markets such as the US and Asia. 
Such growth can be difficult to manage for luxury brands (Kapferer 2014). Nevertheless, what 
is interesting about Orla Kiely is how the brand has been able to manage consumers’ 
perceptions of luxury even though it has been selling different product lines at widely varying 
price points. As will be explained below, Orla Kiely has held its integrity here because, whether 
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the brand sells a mainline bag for £400 or a diaper bag in Target for $40, each item is designed, 
presented and sold as if it were a piece of art. This according to Kapferer (2014, p.372) is the 
process of artification or the transformation of non-art into art.  
Roper et al. (2010) stress that luxury goods are hard to define and confirm that luxury is about 
perception and not just about price points. Furthermore, Godey et al. (2009, p. 528) point out 
that the perception of luxury is highly subjective. For example, the Western idea of luxury 
associates luxurious objects with rarity. Whereas, in countries like Japan, consumers do not 
expect luxury objects to be rare but they do expect them to be artful (Kapferer 2006). As such, 
Vickers and Renand (2003) claim luxury should be measured on consumers’ perception of 
functional, symbolic and experiential qualities. Joy et al. (2014) emphasise that successful 
luxury brands focus on aesthetics, creativity and experience. Kapferer (1997, p.253) contends 
that luxury is essentially ‘art applied to functional items.’ He maintains that luxury should be 
enlightening and further suggests that it should flatter all of the senses at the same time (1997, 
p.253). While Orla Kiely has different product lines at different levels, nevertheless, there is 
one constant and that is its design aesthetic. Orla Kiely is part of the new M(Art) world; a 
market that has art in its very identity (Joy et al. 2014). Thus, it is its artful design management 
strategy that allows Orla Kiely to be considered a luxury brand because it applies art to 
functional items whether it is a plastic or ceramic mug, a cotton t-shirt or mohair sweater, or 
whether it is a polyester or leather bag.  
 
 
Figure 5.23 Adaptation of Kapferer's luxury brand pyramid (Source: Kapferer, 2006) 
 
Figure 5.23 above shows an adapted version of Kapferer’s luxury pyramid model that helps to 
explain how Orla Kiely appears to be driving is strategic vision forward. The griffe (the French 
129 
 
word for claw) is situated at the top of the pyramid. This is the creator’s signature style that 
supplies the brand its true value (Kapferer 2006, p.73). At this level consumers can find the 
most exclusive designs that are ‘the pure creation of a single person … the creator’s signature 
is engraved on … unique work.’ For Orla Kiely this ‘pure creation’ is not the product for sale 
but the unique experience she creates, in a style that has her signature on it, e.g. the installations 
at London Fashion Week. At the second level is a series of luxury products, e.g. Orla Kiely’s 
mainline bag and Fashion collections. Under this is the third level where mass-produced 
products are situated. At Orla Kiely this would include the Etc. bag range and the Accessories 
and Homeware ranges (shown in figure 5.23, represented by the laminated stem bag). Then on 
the bottom of this pyramid is a mass-market series i.e. licencing projects and brand 
collaborations (shown in figure 5.23, represented by the product line for Target). The brand 
uses the aura created at the top level of the pyramid to infuse the bottom level. This bottom 
level can be quite lucrative and certainly benefits the other levels of the pyramid. Kapferer 
(2006) refers to this as the halo effect, where the more exclusive part of the brand endows the 
less expensive objects with the higher values of the brand such as quality and unique design. 
Orla Kiely has engaged with this level and has produced mass-market items for sale at a low 
price point for collaborations with brands such as Target and Uniqlo. In 2010 Orla Kiely 
collaborated with Tesco, producing shopping bags for charity. Examples of these bags are 
shown below in Figure 5.24. According to Rowan this collaboration ‘made design accessible 
to everyone’. He said that making this partnership charity-based allowed them to spread their 
reach while maintaining their brand image. Then in 2012 Orla Kiely collaborated with Japanese 
‘behemoth’ Uniqlo (Independent 2012), a company that sells affordable casual clothing in 
China, France, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, 
UK and the USA. An advert for this collaboration can be seen in Figure 5.25 below. The lines 
Orla Kiely created for Target mentioned above and the collections made for Tesco and Uniqlo 
were not luxury products, however, they became luxury items because they were endowed with 
the reputation of this distinguished designer. Furthermore, because these product lines were 
exclusive the brand created an impression of rarity that coincided with the Western mind-set 





Figure 5.24 Orla Kiely for Tesco (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
 
       
Figure 5.25 Orla Kiely for Uniqlo (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
However, as Kapferer (2006, p.73) asserts when using the base of this pyramid to financially 
support the brand, the value at the top must be regularly reinvented. He claims that the more a 
luxury brand is purchased, the more its aura needs to be recreated. Further arguing that: 
This is where creativity, signature and creator come in, supplying the brand with its artistic 
inventiveness. Here we are in the realm of art, not mere styling. Each show is a pure artistic 
event… luxury brands belong to art and should be managed as the Medici aristocrats did 
when they invited the greatest artists to live and paint in Firenze. Each defile [fashion 
show] is an art exhibition: it demonstrates artist supremacy…the creativity at the tip of the 
pyramid is at the heart of the business model. 
Considering this, Rowan recognises the need for adaptability and asserts that design for them 
‘is the easy bit.’ He admitted they were not scared of design, after all, he specified, they have 
been doing it for 19 years. Rowan claimed that ‘we still evolve; we still develop; we never 
stand still. Borja de Mozota (2003) claims that all designers are futurists to some degree. 
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Further, Clark and Fujimoto (1990, p.111) argue that ‘generating a distinctive product concept 
that anticipates future customers’ needs and wants is an important step of external integration’. 
In his interview Rowan comments, ‘We live in the future … One of Orla’s great strengths is 
that she understands the future.’ Kiely (2010, p.54) further notes that: 
Becoming a brand is not simply a function of size or exposure, although both come into it. 
Far more important is quality and control, developing a design language that is both 
immediately recognisable and able to evolve in fresh new directions.  
Orla Kiely innovates so as to uphold the perception consumers have of its luxury standing. 
Furthermore, Orla Kiely communicates to consumers as if it were in the realm of high art to 
showcase its designs, organise visual components, display, and attendant communications, thus, 
changing the creative conversation around branding. This artful strategy further protects the 
brand’s more expensive product lines from its associations with the lesser expensive items at 
the bottom of the pyramid. This next section explores how Orla Kiely engages in innovative 
communication solutions; taking an experiential approach to marketing by utilising artistic 
modes of brand representation, that include traditional exhibition, installations, photography, 
performance, and new media. Its purpose is to create attention-grabbing experiences for the 
consumer (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982) and inflect an aesthetic ideology onto the brand 
(Dion and Arnould 2011). This mode of display gives the brand story a sense of the authenticity 
in its creative culture. Furthermore, in presenting the Orla Kiely brand as high art, the 
perception of Orla Kiely, as a ‘high commodity’ becomes part of their brand culture and brand 
story. Schroeder (2010, p.2) notes that management frequently turns to art and artists for 
‘inspiration’ or ‘creativity.’ However, as Borja de Mozota (2003) recognises, for design-led 
organisations this inspiration often comes as part of the founder’s entrepreneurial scheme. As 
such, she states, their ‘design spirit… penetrates all organisation design processes; the entire 
value chain from product to communications’ (2003, p.142). As Charters (2006) states the 
production of aesthetic goods facilitates the artistic expression of the designer. In her interview 
Kiely mentioned that she was influenced by art. This would be expected though; after all, she 
is a trained artist and print designer. She is also an examiner for both the National College of 
Art & Design and the Royal college of Art. As such, Kiely’s interest in, and exposure to art can 
be assumed. This next section explains how this interest has influenced the brand’s 
communicative strategies.  
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5.6 Curating Brand Culture 
In a traditional aesthetic interpretation, the aesthetic object is remarkable, something almost 
incredible that stops viewers in their tracks; something to be savoured and appreciated as it is 
not seen every day. It is considered that art objects are typically created for the purpose of such 
aesthetic appreciation (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008); that they are displayed for the purpose 
of distinguishing them from everyday life so that they can be admired. Similarly, as Charters 
(2006, p.250) notes, aesthetic products are ‘designed to stimulate aesthetic consumption’; the 
aesthetic is their primary consideration and therefore, ‘indispensable to the consumption 
purpose.’ As with art they can be appreciated for their own sake (Charters 2006, p.250). 
Galleries and museums utilise space to accentuate a work of art; paintings are hung with 
significant space around them and sculptures are displayed on plinths to allow the viewer to 
walk around them and acknowledge their 3-dimensional form. In both instances space 
encourages contemplation (Saito 2007). Traditionally art is displayed, rarely moved, touched 
or modified in a space where time is removed from the experience. This sealed environment 
ensures the atemporal nature of the aesthetic object by removing the temporal context of the 
experience, (Saito 2007). Discourse on the effect of space in relation to art became quite topical 
after O’Doherty published his essay Inside the White Cube in Art Forum in 1976. Here 
O’Doherty (1976, pp.14-15) draws attention to the fact that most galleries are painted white 
and explains that windows and doorways are often covered so as to ‘let the art free to take on 
its own life … isolated from time and outside space and from everything that would detract 
from its own evaluation of itself’. It is in this space, he maintains, that art has its optimal 
viewing position. It is in the white cube that the viewer/spectator has the opportunity to interpret 
the visual message of the artist as they observe it in isolation. Haapala (2005) states that certain 
spaces create ‘strangeness,’ when the object is displayed out of its normal context. This he 
maintains provides a basis for sensitive aesthetic appreciation, where everyday objects can 
become ‘objects of wonder’ (2005, p.51). Mandoki (2007) give example of how space changes 
people’s perceptions of objects. He discusses Marcel Duchamp, an important figure in 
contemporary art, who brought attention to everyday objects and how they can be made into 
objects of wonder when the context in which they are found changes. Reviewing Duchamp’s 
controversial display, the urinal and ‘ready-made’, (a term given to ordinary manufactured 
objects) Mandoki (2007, p.11) comments: 
A urinal … exhibited in a museum as a work of art, is different from a urinal solely 
appreciated by its shape and texture in a bathroom furniture store. And different again from 
the one utilised to soothe a physiological urgency. We are talking here about three distinct 
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types of objects: the artistic, the aesthetic, and the functional. All three are objects only to 
a subject who interprets them as such, depending on the code used and the context of 
observation. 
As this quote demonstrates, meaning changes depending on where the object is viewed. In this 
instance Mandoki identifies three different meanings that can be given to a urinal depending 
on whether its purpose is for function, display for purchase, or display for aesthetic appreciation. 
As Wagner (1999, p.131) suggests, aesthetic experience is context dependant and aesthetic 
value is determined not just by the object’s design elements but also its surroundings. In other 
words what surrounds the object (e.g. the exhibition space) can affect how the viewer perceives, 
and therefore, judges the objects (Sherry 1998). 
Just as the urinals can take on different meanings depending on the context they are found, 
likewise, consumption objects also change in context. Typically these objects are viewed online, 
in store or in everyday life. When considering how consumption objects are viewed in the retail 
space it is worth mentioning how brands utilise space to create aesthetic experiences for the 
consumer that are reflective of those in the art world. The purpose here is to engage the 
consumer visually. Further creating awe and creative authenticity while facilitating 
contemplation of the objects being displayed. Hollenbeck et al. (2008) note how some luxury 
brands create brand museums, utilising museum mechanisms to create an aura of art around 
the brand (Dion and Arnould 2011). According to Venkatesh and Meamber (2008) the 
aesthetics of space is an important aspect of the consumption experience. As such brands often 
arrange and display commodities to create wonder and evoke positive perceptions of the brand 
from consumers (Baker et al. 1992; Donovan et al. 1994; Collins-Dodd and Lindley 2003; 
Ailawadi and Keller 2004; Beristain, and Zorrilla 2011). This Dion and Arnould (2011, p.514) 
claim that this is ‘staging of the brand.’ Branded stores, similar to galleries, place objects in 
certain ways to enhance their viewing position. Similar to the sealed environment of an art 
gallery, the brand’s aesthetic objects are often displayed so that the viewer or consumer gets 
the best view, under the best lighting and with minimal distraction (Iqani 2013). Dion and 
Arnould (2011) state that when brands utilise the retail space alike museums they create objects 
that are often categorised outside of common mass-produced objects. As a result these objects 
they argue, become extraordinary (2011, p.514). Here the object’s performance and quality are 




Luxury brands, Dion and Arnould (2011) state, draw on art so as to diffuse an aesthetic 
ideology into the brand. As such they argue, they ‘transfer the aesthetic meaning that is 
associated with the world of high art to the brand’ (2011, p.514). Godey et al. (2009, p.528) 
assert that ‘the balance between being rare or ordinary certainly lays both in having strong 
control of the retail network and in the aesthetic dimension of the stores and merchandising.’ 
While some literature suggests that marketers and brands use spectacle to bombard and coerce 
consumers (Kozinets et al. 2004), retail merchandising is often used to affect consumer 
spending in stores (Chebat and Michon, 2003), luxury brands often create retail spaces to 
engage the consumers visually. In this view the physical space is fundamental to the 
consumption experience (Bitner 1992), important for creating sensory pleasure through 
experiential consumption Godey (et al. 2009). Retail displays are part of a visual landscape 
where commodities and their aesthetic properties are on show (Iqani 2013). Orla Kiely stores 
are clearly staged to engage the consumer (Kozinets et al. 2002). The visual composition is 
organised in line with the creative directors taste (Dion and Arnould 2011), so as to maximise 
the visual impact of its well-recognised visual language. As Bauman (1994, p.146) state the 
retail space is a bespoke stage that can captivate the consumer in a ‘game of shapes and colours.’ 
Joy and Sherry (2003) state brands that create a special space with an atmosphere that is 
arousing and pleasurable to consumers will ensure a positive consumption experience. Orla 
Kiely is skilled at presenting commodities in an artistic manner that ensures the consumer can 
appreciate its designs for their aesthetic qualities. The brand uses space, and the objects within 
that space, together to create an aesthetic atmosphere to engage consumers. As Holt (1995, p.2) 
notes aesthetic atmosphere, when done well, ensure the consumer appreciates and responds 
positively to the ambience. For Buckley (1987) store atmosphere is created by a number of 
visual elements that work together in harmony; for example, the architecture, lighting, 
merchandising etc. Store atmosphere, is essentially the result of carefully designed marketing 
spaces or aesthetic works that initiates sensuous experience for the consumer in retail 
atmospheres (Biehl-Missal and Saren 2012). Orla Kiely’s New York store is an example of 
how the brand uses the visual to engage the consumer. It is in its own right an aesthetic work 
that contains other aesthetic works displayed in an artful manner. The store is comparable to a 
piece of installation art.  
When explaining installation art, Kelly (2010) states it is the installation or configuration of 
objects in a space, characterised by the incorporation of the site or space of display into the 
artwork. She clarifies that some installations are site specific and for those works the location 
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it is in is a ‘non-negotiable element of the work’. She contends that if the work were moved 
then the artists’ intentions would be compromised. When viewers experience the art they 
typically actively engage with it by entering the space where many of the senses are engaged. 
Bourriaurd (1998) views it as an ‘arena of exchange’ that has a definite role in how the subject 
engages with the aesthetic object. 
 
 
Figure 5.26 Do Ho Suh Fallen Star 2011 (Source: Lehmannmaupin.com) 
 
Figure 5.26 above shows an example of installation art exhibited in a gallery setting. This piece 
was created by the artist Do Ho Suh and was entitled Fallen Star. This installation piece is part 
of Do Ho Suh’s Home within Home series, which addresses themes about ‘cultural 
displacement and the co-existence of cultural identities as well as the perception of our 
surroundings and how one constructs a memory of a space’ (Lehmann Maupin 2011, np). The 
reason this piece was chosen here is because Orla Kiely has used a similar concept of the doll’s 
house installation in its New York store. This was conceptualised as a distinct architectural 
space (Dion and Arnould 2011); seen below in Figures 5.27-5.34. Orla Kiely Mercer Street is 
itself a piece of installation art that represents a creative concept actualised through the space. 
Here the Dublin-based architects, Architecture Republic, responsible for constructing the store 
explain that the objective was to build a giant doll’s house: 
Orla Kiely’s flagship store in New York is a 215m² boutique, situated on the ground floor 
of a 19th century manufacturing building at 5 Mercer street in the landmark area of 
Soho...The 7.5m x 28m long space is divided lengthways in two parts; an open plan area 
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that can be used for catwalk shows or exhibitions and a series of domestic scale rooms that 
house Kiely's signature collection ... The spaces are arranged as a 1:1 cross-section of a 
doll’s house, acting like a stage-set for customers to play out their ambitions of creating an 
ideal home, complete with original Orla Kiely designs. 
 
Figure 5.27 Orla Kiely Mercer Street, New York (Source: Seale, 2012) 
 
 




Figure 5.29 Orla Kiely Mercer Street, New York (Source: Seale, 2012) 
 
 





This architecture provides a multi-sensorial stimulation ‘that caters to consumer imagination’ 
(Venkatesh and Meamber 2008, p. 47). While Do Ho Suh’s labours create art for the purpose 
of social commentary, Orla Kiely’s use of installation is much more light-hearted. It was 
constructed to create an interesting aesthetic experience for the consumer. It was created to 
affect consumer response through visual stimuli (Law et al. 2012). As Dion and Arnould (2011, 
p.513) state, here’ luxury products bathe in an artistic ambiance so that artistic properties will 
infuse … them.’ In this context Joy et al. (2014, p.347) state that by ‘overtly embracing art as 
an integral element of its commercial core’ a brand (such as Louis Vuitton in their study) can 
reinvent itself as a hybrid institution that is part store and part gallery. Orla Kiely’s doll’s house 
is just one example of how Orla Kiely incorporates art into its business. While it is obvious 
here that Orla Kiely adds an artistic flair to a commercial space, the brand does not offer social 
commentary like Do Ho Suh’s piece. It does however, involve consumers in the space and 
allows consumers to imagine themselves living in a home filled with Orla Kiely objects.  
 
   
Figure 5.31 Artist James Hatt works on the Orla Kiely caravan restoration SS13 (Source: Hatt, 2012) 
 
In 2013 this store became the setting for another installation created for the launch of the SS13 
(Spring/Summer collection). The Orla Kiely caravan was conceptualised by Kiely and created 
by art director and set designer James Hatt. The caravan is a reconstruction of caravan from the 
1970s that was first dismantled and then later reassembled in an Orla Kiely aesthetic. The work 
that was carried out by Hatt can be seen in Figure 5.31. On the launch of the collection (seen 
in Figure 5.32), the caravan was used to show a film made by the brand at the launch of SS13 
collection. Creating an aesthetic experience that consumers remember is a top priority for 
management. All of its stores are purpose built environment to convey the brand’s essence 
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(Sherry 1998). Orla Kiely is using artistic styling to stimulate conversations around branding. 
This achieves two things for the brand. It gets the consumer talking about the interesting modes 
of display and also helps build a brand culture that is in line with the brand’s core values. It 
allows the consumer to have an aesthetic and hedonic experience – appreciating beauty while 
having a pleasurable experience (Charters 2006). 
 
 
   
Figure 5.32 Orla Kiely caravan installation, Mercer Street New York, SS13 (Source: Hatt, 2013) 
 
While the structure of the store is important for creating a memorable consumer experience, 
Orla Kiely’s merchandising and store displays are also an integral part of the brand’s retail 
strategy. All fashion and homewares are displayed to extenuate their material and visual 
qualities. As such it is the object here and not the space that is the focus. In casual conversation, 
the London store’s manager revealed that rails are kept purposefully bare (with just one size 
for each item visible), so as to give the consumers space to appreciate potential outfits and 
combinations. An example of this display is given below in Figure 5.33, a clothing rail in Orla 
Kiely’s New York store. As with the art objects (paintings and sculptures) Figure 5.34 and 
Figure 5.35 then shows how Orla Kiely displays objects to highlight them away from other 
visual distractions. As seen in Figure 5.34 the handbag or aesthetic object is given adequate 
space for the consumer to appreciate it. In this commercial space, an everyday object (the 
handbag) becomes ‘strange’ because it is displayed outside of its normal context, therefore, 
creating a more sensitive aesthetic appreciation.  As seen in Figure 5.35, just as sculptures are 
placed on plinths to accentuate their form (Dion and Arnould 2011), in a recent collaboration 
with Clarks Shoes; the brand’s graphic designer developed customised plinths for their display. 
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As seen here, the shoes were positioned at a height to create a sense of space around them, 
making them out to be worthy of attention. While these shoes are presented as a piece of 
sculpture in store, Orla Kiely has in 2015 designed a real sculpture for Cancer Research UK 
seen below in Figure 5.36. This piece was part of the London DNA art trail that invited a 
number of well-known designers to design the helix sculpture and inspired by the question 
what’s your DNA? This is just one other example of how Orla Kiely engages with artistic forms 
to continually confirm the importance of the visual in its brand culture. As Fillis (2009) argues, 
the application of such methods creates more value than other more conventional approaches. 
 
 





Figure 5.34 Orla Kiely store, Mercer Street, New York (Source: Searle, 2012) 
 
 




     
Figure 5.36 Orla Kiely ‘Growing stem’ for the London DNA trail for Cancer Research UK (Source: Dermott 
Rowan Instagram) 
 
While the display of bags and clothes on shelves and rails is nothing new in the retail sector, 
Orla Kiely definitely pushes these approaches further. While Orla Kiely’s retail displays ignite 
conversations around the brand, it is more so the brand’s performance presentations at London 
Fashion Week that truly engage the viewer. The next section explores this further. 
5.7 The Performance of Orla Kiely 
Conventional fashion shows have a runway and feature models typically walking up and down 
a linear space to display the designer’s clothes. Unlike many other fashion brands that utilise 
this form of fashion exhibition, Orla Kiely does not. In London Fashion Week, for example, 
Orla Kiely chooses to exhibit its seasonal collections by presentation and performance. Orla 
Kiely choreographs these shows in a manner suggestive of performance art. Here Orla Kiely 
presents its collections in a high-art aesthetic. This aura of art gives creative credibility to 
accessible consumption objects. While this fashion showcasing may not be seen as true 
performance art, nevertheless, the artistic approach to event management creates a unique 
consumer experience that differs from many others (Sands et al. 2009). 
 
Mostly associated with avant-garde artists, performance art came to the fore in the 1960s and 
has early influences traced from performances around the time of the Renaissance, as well as 
having roots in futurism and Dadaism. Just as futurism and Dadaism were anti-conservatist, 
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performance art is infused by anti-conformism. Furthermore, the aesthetic and intellectual 
notions of surrealism, constructivism and abstract expressionism were influential to 
performance art, and each of these artistic movements impacted on performance art becoming 
accepted as a legitimate form of artistic expression (Tate 2014). Constructivism added an 
appreciation for the audience, surrealism inspired experimental performances, and abstract 
expressionism encouraged the documentation of the performance, capturing it through 
photography and film. In the 1960s performance art was concerned with expressing opinions 
on social issues and was often political, concerning for example, radical feminist or minority 
issues, and thus performance art was critical for artists to create awareness, to vent and also 
rouse conversation about social issues. However, in more recent times, artists have allowed 
performances to become aesthetic experiences in their own right without heavy social 
commentary. Goldstein (2011, np) states that ‘the medium that once represented art's most 
alien, impenetrable fringe has broken into the mainstream consciousness in a big way.’ 
Furthermore, Goldberg (cited in Goldstein 2011) observes, the new age of performance art is 
now concerned with, ‘seducing, in a way … to show … beautiful work that tells … a story 
that’ll stay with you’. Similarly, Orla Kiely uses performance to seduce the viewer, to show 
beautiful design and to tell the audience the brand story in the hope that it will stay with them. 
In this manner, the brand creates consumption experiences that are more holistic in nature, 
affecting the consumer’s ‘cognitive, emotional, social and physical responses’ to the brand 
(Verhoef et al. 2009, p. 32). Such activities assist Orla Kiely in curating brand culture, while 
inflecting consumption objects with an avant-garde sensibility.  
Performance art is essentially an inter-disciplinary art form combining visual art and dramatic 
performance. Goldberg (2004) notes that although there are no strict rules to follow, there are 
common characteristics. The body is the primary medium for performance art and is central to 
the implementation of the artist’s conceptual material on which the performance is based 
(MoMA 2014). While it is mostly the artist who participates, other performers can present the 
art concept on their behalf. Just as was the trend in the early 1990s, where artists hired 
performers instead of partaking in the presentation themselves, Kiely (as the artist) hires models 
as ‘the body’ (or bodies) being used as the primary medium, to act out the theme of the 
performance (and show the fashions). Heathfield (2004) states that space and time, and 
audience are also important components of performance art. The location is seen as important 
for the effect the piece has on the viewer (IMMA 2014). Orla Kiely’s performances for London 
Fashion Week often take place in Somerset House, a neoclassical building by the Thames in 
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London. This space is synonymous with high fashion and therefore, sets the expectations for 
the audience. Performance art is ephemeral in nature, set in the particular timeframe imposed 
on the work. In Orla Kiely’s case, the timeframe is the length of the presentation time at London 
Fashion Week; it is a momentary short-lived experience. Nevertheless, as Velasco (cited in 
Perel 2010) would argue, while the performance is transient, it stays with the viewer. 
Nonetheless, some artists still choose to document the work so that they can share the 
performance with a wider audience. Orla Kiely documents each of the London Fashion Week 
performance presentations and features them on orlakiely.com for a wider audience to view. 
Heathfield (2004, p.8) reveals that performance art is ‘alive’ and takes ‘the spectator into 
conditions of immediacy’. Here he explains ‘attention is heightened, the sensory relation 
charged, and the workings of thought agitated.’ The viewer is caught up momentarily in the 
atmosphere of the performance that induces experiential consumption (Holbrook and 
Hirschman 1982). Every element of the staging for the performance helps to create an 
atmosphere relative to the theme of the presentation. In this context, it is worth considering 
Saito’s (2007) argument that atmospheres comprise many components and when those 
components fit well they can create a very satisfying experience. At London Fashion Week 
Orla Kiely creates specific atmospheres to reflect the concept for the piece. While words are 
rarely used, music is often employed for dramatic effect, e.g. AW14 presentation (shown below 
in Figure 5.40) based on the 1964 film The Umbrellas of Cherbourg features the song ‘Singing 
in the Rain’ in the background. Aesthetic atmospheres then, engage the viewer and their senses 
and can have an emotional impact on them (Biehl-Missal and Saren 2012). The audience is 
always considered for performance art. However, the audience’s relationship with the work is 
mostly passive and rarely participatory. Goldberg (cited in Golstein 2011) contends that for the 
audience, performance art is about having a viewing experience in the present moment, one 
that initiates conversations about the work being shown. Furthermore, she argues that because 
the audience is judging the experience in that moment, they need not understand the references 
made in it or have prior knowledge of the work to participate in related discourse. Films made 
in the 1950s and 1960s often inspire Orla Kiely’s presentations. While this is made known, the 
audience might not necessarily know this reference until after the event upon further 
investigation, e.g. AW13 is based on the 1959 film The Best of Everything, seen below in Figure 
5.38. Nonetheless, it is the execution of the concept for the work in that moment that creates 
the experience. Those that attend and are impressed by the brand are often willing to share their 
experiences online, and as a result the performance is shared with a wider audience. As these 
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viewers become documentarians of the exhibition they help to spread the brand story. In 
creating, what is essentially a fashion show through this mode of performance Orla Kiely 
initiates conversations about the brand.  
As discussed above the ultimate goal for the performance artist is to engage the viewer in an 
experience and stimulate discussions about the work. Orla Kiely has the same expectation here. 
By creating exhibitions Orla Kiely inspires consumers to engage with the brand to the point 
where they truly believe the brand story. So much so that they are willing to work as patrons 
of the brand itself and retell the brand story in a positive manner to the wider audience. 
Presenting the Orla Kiely brand as high art, the perception of Orla Kiely as avant-garde 
becomes part of the brand’s story. Creating themed performances, such as those mentioned 
above, adds constancy to the brand’s design management where the brand’s purpose, values 
and vision are clearly related to the brand identity and its image. As such, external 
communications, to include this artistic method of display, presentation and exhibition reaffirm 
the brand’s positioning as a creative design-led brand. Figures 5.37-5.43 show the LFW 
performances by the brand. Figure 5.37 shows AW12 presentation; Figure 5.38 AW13; Figure 
5.39 SS14 London; Figure 5.40 AW14; Figure 5.41 SS15 London Fashion Week. Figures 5.42 













Figure 5.38 The Best of Everything DVD cover; Orla Kiely London Fashion Week AW13 (Source: 







Figure 5.39 Orla Kiely London Fashion Week SS14 (Source: Hatt, 2013) 
149 
 
      
  


















     




As mentioned above, Orla Kiely documents the LFW performances and features them along 
with other short films produced by the brand on orlakiely.com. These short films seem to be 
presented in three varying styles - the first captures the presentations at LFW (AW13, AW14, 
and SS15), the second encapsulates the whimsical side of Orla Kiely (SS11 and SS14) and the 
others are more artful (AW11, SS12 and SS13). Some films are longer than others but none 
exceed 5 minutes in length. Rowan is executive producer and Leith Clark is the stylist; various 
directors have been involved in different films. These new media style films mainly differ from 
traditional forms of advertising in their styling. Many begin with the text ‘a film presented by 
Orla Kiely,’ directed by (whomever) and end with credits to those involved, e.g. the stylist, 
producer, music, hair and make-up.  SS11 is entitled From London with Love and captures a 
model’s day out in London to the upbeat contemporary music of Rooney (2010), ‘I can’t get 
enough.’ As seen from the still of that film shown here in Figure 5.44 below, the film is shot 
in a Super 8mm style (a format released by Eastman Kodak in 1965) giving the impression it 




Figure 5.44 Still from Orla Kiely short film SS11 (Source: orlakiely.com, 2010) 
 
SS11 and SS14 are endearing, light-hearted with music that matches those themes. SS13’s short 
film following a young girl on holidays, entitled Darlin’, was directed by Maximila Lukacs; 
music here was by Erica Spring.  SS14 was directed by Liz Goldwin and shows a young girl in 
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Los Angeles, narrating her own video by reading excerpts from her diary to reveal her L.A 
adventures. While this film gives the impression of being shot in the 1960s the brand seems to 
be adding a new angle - that is, the use of contemporary cultural codes that would be familiar 
to much younger consumers. The dialogue contains conversant terms such as Instagram, Ryan 
Gosling and Snap Chat. The music sounds old but is in fact by Money Mark, a contemporary 
music artist. Visual artist Mercedes Helnwein (daughter of renowned painter Gottfried 
Helnwein) then directed two other short films for the brand - AW11 and SS12, both using music 
composed by her Grammy award-winning brother Ali Helnwein. These two films appear to be 
targeted at the more ‘arty’ consumer, one who may be familiar with multi-media and film as a 
form of contemporary art. While the other films are artistic in a digestible manner to most 
consumers, AW11 in particular differs in its style and may even be considered a little unnerving. 
The music used in this film is not a harmonious vocal that makes you want to sing along; there 
is tension created by the composer creating an unsettling yet intriguing feeling. The inspiration 
for this film and the fashion collection AW11 was Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds and was shown 
as part of the LFW installation presentation in Somerset House (seen below in Figures 5.45 
and Figure 5.46). While the connection between Hitchcock’s film and this short film become 
apparent on knowing this, nevertheless, its fit with the optimistic qualities of the brand is not 
so obvious. In fact it even seems contradictory. However, this artistic endeavour may be an 
attempt to connect with the brand’s original target customer, described to me as the affluent, 








Figure 5.46 Orla Kiely Somerset House, London Fashion Week AW11 (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
Just as advertising borrows from ‘high art styles’ and exposes individuals to those conventions 
(Scott 1994, p.261), likewise, in borrowing high art exhibition styles, Orla Kiely exposes 
individuals to artistic conventions. Furthermore, just as advertisers attempt to elevate the status 
of their products by making stylistic allusions to high art forms,’ Orla Kiely seems to be doing 
the same. Citing Berger, Scott affirms ‘so-called high art often carries the social connotation 
‘high class’ as well as superior aesthetics’. Thus, it is fair to assert that Orla Kiely is capitalising 
on this association and by presenting commodities as art, it is alluding to its designs as being 
high class. As Orla Kiely executes its carefully considered branding strategy (a tiered product 
model, licensee projects, collaborations and artistic forms of display), the brand seems to be 
catering for its ever expanding customer base while staying connected to the ‘ideal’ consumer.  
More recently Orla Kiely has been executing an ingenious way of gratifying consumers who 
cannot afford the more luxurious items, while maintaining the reputation at the top end of the 
brand. By offering consumers design mementos the brand mirrors a recognised form of art 
reverence - the art souvenir. Many of the world’s prominent museum/galleries, e.g. Tate 
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London, Prado Madrid or MoMA New York provide an array of exhibition souvenirs to visitors 
so that they may take home a piece of the art experience. This souvenir is never meant to replace 
the original artwork but is used as a reminder or as homage to the exhibition piece. Providing 
these art souvenirs are never meant to devalue or lessen the value of a work of art but to 
celebrate it. It is a chance to sell art to the ‘ordinary’ art lover. These souvenirs can come in the 
form of an inexpensive postcard, pen, mug, or fridge magnet for example, although they can 
be more elaborate pieces such as these from a Mondrian exhibition at the Tate London (in 
Figure 5.47). Schroeder (2002, p. 9) notes how these gift shops are often promoted as much as 
the art collections.  
 
 
Figure 5.47 Mondrian souvenirs at the Tate London (Source: Tate.org, 2014) 
 
In tourism literature the souvenir is considered important. Belk et al. (1988) recognises the 
value of souvenirs for marking an experience. As Cohen (2000, p.548) explains souvenirs are 
significant reminders of an event; it aids memory recall. Wilkins (2011) reveals they are 
important objects that are used to preserve a particular life event and are a means of 
communicating that experience to others. Gordon (1986) notes that while there are often 
distinctions made between souvenirs and mementos, their function is essentially the same; that 
is to mark and remember a special occasion or event. In relation to art this maybe to remember 
and exhibition, in tourism it maybe to remember a trip and in consumer culture it may be to 
demonstrate interest in a particular brand and its production activities. However, when it comes 
to art, souvenirs are not always bought as mementos but perhaps so that the individual could 
have a piece of the ‘real thing’. High art is expensive and out of the reach of most consumers. 
Thus, in order to take that artwork into their homes they must purchase an art souvenir. As a 
result the consumer can look at the art, appreciate the art and own a little piece of the art in a 
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way that is digestible to their finances. As Anderson and Littrell (1995, p.328) state the souvenir 
is simply a tangible symbol of something, serving to traces an authentic experience (Stewart 
1984). Stewart (1984, p.135) states that ‘we do not need souvenirs that are repeatable. Rather 
we need and desire souvenirs of events that are reportable’. When it comes to brand souvenirs 
objects ‘report’ timelines of designs, e.g. certain visual elements that are used in particular 
designs at a particular time in history. This is evident when examining how Orla Kiely has 
exploited the idea of the souvenir in its brand partnerships with brands such as Target, Tesco 
and Uniqlo. Here, different temporal collections act as a symbolic short hand or marker of 
significant events (Gordon 1986). For some consumers collecting limited edition objects is an 
important aspect of their brand experience because of the meaning that is attached to them 
(Wallendorf et al. 1998). Kapferer (2006) states that luxury brands often create rarity by 
releasing a limited amount of goods. While Orla Kiely does this each season in its mainline 
collections, this strategy is most successful at the base of the luxury pyramid. Orla Kiely’s 
collections for Target, Tesco and Uniqlo offer a design souvenir to consumers at a significantly 
lower price than the ‘real thing’. Figure 5.48 shows a collection of Orla Kiely souvenirs created 
for its partnership with Target. This collection maintains the brand’s recognisable design 
aesthetic, however, the materials they are made from are not to the same standard as the brand’s 
homewares collection. Nevertheless, it is the visual that is important here. These objects are, 
as Stewart (1984, p.136) would state, special ‘samples of the whole’, souvenir replicas of the 
mainline collection and a visual representation of the brand presented in a different medium. 
Gordon (1986, p.141) might describe these souvenirs as a ‘piece-of-the-rock,’ a part of the 
whole. As a result, consumers that cannot afford the mainline collection have access to the 
brand; they can own a piece of the intangible value of Orla Kiely.  
Orla Kiely fans are also interested in these product lines because they realise it is finite, limited 
and therefore exclusive. This perception of rarity often creates a frenzied effect where loyal 
consumers go to great lengths to purchase these items to add to their Orla Kiely collection. 
Thus, these souvenirs become symbolic of their brand loyalty. These consumers are collectors 
of souvenirs (Gordon 1986). These consumers might be described as passionate collectors with 
an organised obsession (Belk et al. 1991). Collecting is an acquisition activity (Belk et al. 1991), 
common among consumers (McIntosh and Schmeichel 2004). One that Pearce (1992) sees as 
a self-fulfilling endeavour. According to Arnould et al. (2004, p.146) collecting is ‘the selective, 
active, and longitudinal acquisition, possession and disposition of an interrelated set of 
differentiated objects that contribute to and derive extraordinary meaning from the set itself.’ 
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In other words consumers collect items that are the same but different so as to create meaning 
from the whole set together. As Belk et al. (1991) state objects must be akin and interrelated. 
They argue that objects are transformed from a bag, a mug, a candle, a phone cover to objects 
with meaning, ‘a member of an assemblage that is greater than the sum of its parts (Kron cited 
in Belk et al. 1991).While studying Orla Kiely it is clear than the brand’s fans were avid 
collectors of the brand and its varied collections, be it bags, accessories or homewares. Some 
consumers were collecting in a ‘hobbyist’ manner, collecting out of pure enjoyment, or as an 
‘expressive’ collector, developing a collection as a statement of expression (Case 2009). While 
collections often begin without forethought they are continued through planning, often 
becoming an ‘emotional pursuit’ (McIntosh and Schmeichel 2004, p.88). When reviewing 
online social media sites it was evident when Orla Kiely launched a brand partnership line of 
products with a number of different designs on them (e.g. Douwe Egberts shown above in green, 
orange and yellow flower designs) consumers would often travel to different stores to purchase 
the objects to complete their collection. This, according to (McIntosh and Schmeichel 2004) 
takes a knowledgeable collector that is aware of where and how to attain the object. Such 
insider information seems to be pertinent to collecting Orla Kiely as the brand’s limited edition 
ranges sell out instantly. According to Belk et al. (1991) there is commitment on the part of the 
collector to continually pursue objects for their collection, and as such they must be ‘vigilant 
for hidden treasures in the marketplace.’ 
 
 
Figure 5.48 Orla Kiely for Target (Source: Orla Kiely) 
 
Even though some consumers can afford goods at the upper end of the product line, they still 
want these items to demonstrate their insider information. Stewart (1984) affirms that while 
159 
 
the object represents the maker it also represents the experience of the possessor. As such, 
while Orla Kiely souvenirs represent the designer they also come to visually represent the 
consumer’s personal experience. It becomes the visual narrative that ‘reaches behind’ (Stewart 
1984, p.135). Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981, p. 239) assert that ‘things are 
cherished … for the information they convey about the owner and his or her ties to others.’ 
Owning one of Orla Kiely’s souvenirs conveys information about the consumer. For some fans 
of the brand it is that they are collectors of the limited edition products released by the brand, 
sold quickly and never to be repeated.  
Orla Kiely has achieved two feats here - expanded its customer base through short-term mass 
production, while at the same time maintaining the brand identity. The brand creates a sense of 
exclusivity (even though it is not as high quality as the mainline collection) because like art, it 
is the design and souvenir aesthetic that becomes valuable. Orla Kiely’s range for Target 
consisted of plastic homewears that could be used as everyday art; its range of clothing for 
Uniqlo could be viewed as a form of ‘wearable art’ (Venkatesh et al. 2010, p.261). Despite the 
alteration of the object medium, what remains is the visual. Again, this demonstrates how the 
brand is capturing both the brand myth (optimistic design) and the brand story (quality design) 
through the presentation of its recognisable visual language. With remarkable design insight 
and business acumen, Orla Kiely has utilised this method of artistic reverence in its artistic 
business strategy. Usually brands have to be careful when choosing a price point for their 
products, as it is essential they position themselves where the quality of the product and the 
brand identity fits. Deviating from this can be detrimental to brands, as it can tarnish the 
perception of the brand. Orla Kiely is positioned in the medium to high pricing point and the 
products seen as luxury goods by many consumers. Their mainline product range is made from 
high quality materials, justifying them as high priced quality-designed goods. However, 
intriguingly, Orla Kiely has also produced various product ranges at a completely opposing 
price point from its mainline collection; what for some brands would be seen as tarnishing the 
brand identity.  
5.8 Conclusion 
While writing a compelling brand story is fundamental to creating the underpinning for the 
brand and central to building brand culture, managing that story and the brand is as important. 
With design at the centre of the Orla Kiely organisation, it is seen as an integral element to both 
designer practices and management thinking. This chapter explored Orla Kiely’s strategic 
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vision to examine how the brand has managed to grow both its product range and customer 
base without tarnishing the brand identity. Holt (2004) claims that an effective cultural strategy 
creates a storied product through which customers experience identity myths. As demonstrated 
in this chapter Orla Kiely has created a repertoire of design commodities that are storied 
products that embody Orla Kiely, its brand values (quality unique design) and heritage. Zhiyan 
et al. (2013, p.20) claim that organisations ‘create and execute systematic strategies aiming to 
convince consumers that brand consumption adds value to life.’ As shown here, by 
appropriating a brand strategy from high art, Orla Kiely is changing the creative conversation 
of branding and adding new value for the consumer. Embedding its heritage in its designs and 
through various communication strategies the brand conveys its understanding for art and 
design, therefore, reinforcing the brand’s identity and image. As stated above in creating 
interesting retailing, display and performances, the brand seduces the audience into becoming 
co-authors of its brand culture. 
While this study does not explore the notion of ‘influencers’ (as Holt describes them) to any 
depth, nevertheless, it is worth briefly noting here how these influencers describe Orla Kiely. 
The language used to talk about the brand inevitably helps to reinforce the brand story to 
consumers. For example, The Guardian Newspaper named Kiely the ‘Queen of Print’ (a name 
that has been continually used by other media to describe the designer) and refers to her designs 
as ‘reassuringly nostalgic.’ Red Online refers to Kiely as ‘iconic’ and her designs as vibrant. 
Watt (2011) for Time and Leisure uses the headline the ‘colour of success,’ when discussing 
the brand’s growth and 14 year sales turnover of £20 million. It claims Orla Kiely prints are 
‘unmistakable.’ Lifestyle Magazine (2009) asserts the brand is iconic with its signature upbeat 
patterns and colour. Cox (2014) for Glamour Magazine states, ‘we predict a sell-out’ when 
covering the Orla Kiely/Clarks Shoes collaboration launch. Finally, the Sunday Times (2010) 
refers to the Orla Kiely Empire when discussing the brand’s international business. This 
chapter examined certain aspects of that empire mostly from an external view. This next 
chapter explores the internal workings of Orla Kiely with the purpose of showing how the 
brand manages its organisational culture as part of its cultural branding strategy. Moreover, the 
chapter deals with the design practice and explores the beginning of the object’s life, the start 
of its biography. The reason for this is to demonstrate how Orla Kiely facilitates visual literacy 
by providing consumers with expertly designed objects they can use in its deployment. The 






                       
                           


































Fashion fades, only style remains the same.  













CHAPTER 6. DESIGNER PRACTICES 
 
6.1 Introduction 
Chapter 5 introduced Orla Kiely as the context used to frame this research. It provided insight 
into the strategies that have helped Orla Kiely develop its brand culture. This chapter explores 
the internal working of the organisation to investigate another aspect of the corporate branding 
toolkit - organisational culture. Thus, the working environment at Orla Kiely is discussed to 
further consider design as an important driving force of this culture. This chapter explores how 
aesthetic knowledge is transferred through design. To enable this discussion, designer practices 
at Orla Kiely are outlined. A key aspect here is to demonstrate how Orla Kiely facilitates visual 
literacy inside the organisation by enabling a learning environment led by Kiely. This chapter 
explores how Orla Kiely employees deploy visual literacy in design-as-practice. Up until this 
point many of the intangible aspects of Orla Kiely’s brand culture have been discussed. While 
important in showing the strength of its brand management, there is another important aspect 
of Orla Kiely that includes the tangible objects designed at Orla Kiely. The crux of this research 
is that brands like Orla Kiely can facilitate visual literacy by providing individuals with the 
necessary tools they need to deploy it. This chapter demonstrates how the brand has produced 
an impressive catalogue of tools for consumers to engage with and learn from. To begin this 
discussion the working environment at Orla Kiely is explored.  
6.2 Organising the Culture  
Balmer and Gray (2003) state that a corporate brand’s commitment to its ethos and values is 
crucial to the organisation’s success. According to O’Donnell and Boyle (2008) culture within 
the organisation is also vital and often correlates with economic success. Thus, having 
employees that are like-minded in management’s vision, sympathetic to their goals and co-
operative in achieving them is fundamental to building brand culture. Schultz and Hatch (2006) 
argue that this ultimately requires the organisation to be able to manifest its heritage, core 
values and beliefs in the employees that work there. During my research trip to the Orla Kiely 
design studio in 2013 it was observed that management values the employees as important 
stakeholders of the organisation. As a result the employees value Orla Kiely. It was further 
observed that most of the employees there wholly consume the brand’s philosophy of design. 
They act accordingly to convey that in their dress and demeanour. On an observable level, it 
was clear that many of the employees ‘live’ the brand culture. Many of the employees were 
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observed as noticeably ‘Orla Kiely like’, dressed either in the brand’s fashions or in a similar 
vintage style. One of the design team informed me that they all dress in the brand’s fashions 
because they ‘absolutely love the clothes’ (that is apart from the senior fashion designer who 
is male). One employee even proclaimed that if she ever got divorced it would be because of 
her ‘obsession with Orla Kiely handbags’. Another employee imparted this information to 
capture how the design team, in particular, shares an interest in the brand designs:  
We all have loads of stuff and it’s funny cause … there’s certain things sometimes that 
everyone in the room has bought. Quite often you’ll come in and everyone is wearing the 
same coat and the same bag. If you go out for lunch together there’s about five of you all 
wearing the same coat and bag. 
For the design team, wearing the clothes and bags they have helped design is an important 
stakeholder endeavour. Pettinger (1994, p.177) would describe these employees as ‘embodied 
workers.’ He states that in this way the employees’ aesthetic becomes an extension of the 
brand’s aesthetic. According to Schein (1990) this common dressing would be a clear visible 
level of corporate culture. However, O’Donnell and Boyle (2008) maintain that more subtle 
indicators of culture can also be observed through employee attitudes and behaviours. During 
my visit it was noted that in casual conversations the positive feelings the employees had 
toward Orla Kiely filtered into the way they spoke about their experience there. Each 
commented on what a ‘wonderful place’ it is to work and a few used the term ‘like family’ to 
describe their working relationships. O’Donnell and Boyle (2008) state that the human 
resources model of management values group culture. They claim it encourages and operates 
through ‘trust, participation and teamwork’ (2008, p.8). Such a model is imperative in a creative 
organisation such as this, as the very nature of Orla Kiely design work is teamwork and group 
participation. Kiely and Rowan seem to appreciate the importance of group cohesion within 
their organisation. As such they nurture their relationships with their employees in many 
different ways, e.g. the design studio is an open plan space with Kiely sitting among other 
employees; group interaction is facilitated, particularly within the design studio. Another 
designer revealed that Kiely and Rowan had ‘even’ attended employee weddings, further 
implying that this is seen as something special and an act that has built a bond between them 
and their employees. She continued to reveal that the couple had also held staff parties and 
barbecues in their home, which again was relayed as surprising for such a ‘power couple’ and 
seems to have further built personal connections. One employee credited the strong personal 
relationships at Orla Kiely as the reason for the company having ‘such a low turnover of staff’, 
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proposing that ‘nobody really wants to leave (because) everyone who has left has felt like they 
were leaving part of their family behind.’ Furthermore, Kiely and Rowan were described to me 
as being skilled in recruiting ‘good people’ (good here seemed to relate to personality rather 
than design skills). Schultz and Hatch (2006) stress that brand culture cannot ‘be’ or be 
sustained without such relationships. From speaking with employees at Orla Kiely, it is quite 
apparent that the working relationships formed there play a significant part in their interest, 
attachment and loyalty to the brand.  
While having a ‘nice’ working environment and having good working relationships is 
important for employees so that they feel part of the ‘group’, a sense of achievement and 
feelings of pride in their work act as intrinsic motivators for employees (Morley et al. 2004). 
Mullins (2013) confirms that self-actualisation is imperative for job satisfaction, as are 
opportunities for creativity and progression within the organisation. O’Riordan (2004, p.77) 
further argues that professional development is an important ‘retention and motivation tool’. 
Thus, having employees that are intrinsically motivated to excel in their work allows Kiely and 
Rowan to concentrate on other areas of design management, rather than trying to continually 
encourage employees to work harder. During their interviews, every one of Orla Kiely’s 
employees without exception relayed the satisfaction they got from their work. Some stated 
that it came from their feelings of being trusted to do their job well. For others it was about 
being continually challenged in their work. One designer remarked that Kiely pushes 
employees and gives a lot of responsibility early on so as to help them ‘progress quickly’. 
Another disclosed that while she ‘came in as a pattern cutter’, Kiely had encouraged her to 
interview for her current role of assistant fashion designer. Another young designer expressed 
her astonishment when Kiely made her project manager of a high-profile book project after just 
3 months at Orla Kiely. Borja de Mozota (2003) claims that challenging talented people in this 
way is typical of successful design organisations. When asked about how they came to work at 
Orla Kiely a number of the designers confirmed that they had been employed after graduating 
from various art and design schools. For example, one designer revealed that she had been 
invited to submit a project to Orla Kiely after winning a Bord Bia competition in her final year. 
Another had used the brand as a ‘fictional’ client in a project for college. Her tutor later 
recommended her to Kiely. Again, this type of referral is commonplace for design 
organisations that have well-established relationships with design schools, giving them access 
to some of the best design graduates (Borja de Mozota 2003). As previously mentioned, Kiely 
is an external examiner and also a former pupil of the National College of Art and Design and 
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a visiting professor at the Royal College of Art. As such, the designer is no doubt being made 
continually aware of talented students that may ‘fit’ with the brand’s culture and design 
philosophy. However, aside from their creative talents there may be another reason for Orla 
Kiely hiring design graduates. As alluded to by one employee, the purpose of having a young 
design team is so that Kiely can teach them the Orla Kiely way. She commented: 
It’s so much about Orla and her taste that you get someone willing to learn and who hasn't 
already got the signature from somewhere else, so they can learn. 
The designer is stating here that it is easier to teach someone about Kiely’s design style when 
they do not have the signature style of another design company embedded in their way of 
designing. O’Donnell and Boyle (2008, p.4) emphasise that often in organisations new 
employees must first learn ‘the legend’ so that they eventually become familiar with the 
established expected behaviour that is part of the culture. Clearly retaining control of the 
brand’s aesthetic is paramount to a brand like Orla Kiely. Nevertheless, such control must affect 
the employees who are ‘creatives’ themselves with their own styles and visual interests. This 
is the price to be paid for designers that work for big design brands like Orla Kiely. One of the 
designers revealed that after thirteen years in the business she has become ‘thick skinned.’ She 
stated that she no longer gets upset when her designs are rejected; as she appreciates it is a 
consequence of the industry she works in. Bayles and Orland (1993, p.5) argue that this is one 
of the ‘basic and difficult lessons every artist must learn’ and confirms that ‘even failed pieces 
are essential’ in the creative process. Furthermore, she claims she is no longer so precious about 
her designs because, she remarked: 
You’re designing for a brand so there’s so many reasons why a design might be rejected. 
It might not fit in with the brand. It doesn't fit in with the collection. It won’t go on the 
fabric that they’ve chosen. Or the main thing is that maybe it’s not Orla Kiely enough. 
In discussing designer constraints Bloch (1995) notes that in many design houses there is a 
certain style that must be followed. That is just how it is. While some designers may not be 
happy about this, none of them mentioned it nor did they discuss a desire to replicate Kiely’s 
success with their own label. However, the interviews did take place in the design studio so 
their voices could be heard if others were listening. Nevertheless, the designers did come across 




It took me a while but I now know what Orla’s style is and what our signature is … like 
little things I know we do in a certain way … Like we always do pockets in a certain way. 
Or we often use big buttons or we often do rounded collars. So it’s easier now, the process 
becomes a lot quicker … It did take me lots and lots of drawings before something would 
get approved but I am getting quicker. 
Borja de Mozota (2003) explains that design knowledge is transmitted by imitation and 
experience. At Orla Kiely, Kiely encourages imitation. In fact she requires it. Orla Kiely has a 
specific style, an unambiguous visual language of colour and print that has become 
synonymous with the brand. Creusen and Schoormans (2005) claim that the consistent use of 
design elements help to create style. Thus, teaching her specific design approach is in fact a 
very necessary step for Kiely to maintain consistency in the style and aesthetic that consumers 
have come to expect. Clark and Fujimoto (1990, p.107) argue that ‘good enough’ is no longer 
sufficient to compete in the marketplace. They claim that ‘products need to stand out, excel 
and send a coherent message to consumers (1990, p.108). In her interview Kiely described her 
work ethic as committed and relentless. She claimed that she is uncompromising in the way 
she runs her design studio and the way she executes design processes. In her interview, Kiely 
revealed that she was ‘anal about certain things’ and explained that every element in the team’s 
designs is assessed before any products are approved (this goes for all licensee projects also). 
In this view, creativity (Fillis 2002) and good product design becomes a valuable competitive 
advantage (Postrel 1999). Cooper and Kleinschmidt (1987) maintain that it is product quality 
that drives the success of the organisation. According to Clark and Fujimoto (1990, p.107) 
product integrity is of the utmost importance, as this is a direct reflection of organisational 
integrity. Such integrity, they claim, truly separates successful brands from others. Explaining 
their view of integrity they state that it comes from the organisation’s adherence ‘to a code of 
moral or artistic values’ and stems from the coherent and integrated day-to-day running of the 
organisation that includes (1990, p.108): 
The seamless pattern of organisation and management … The way people did their jobs, 
the way decisions were made, the ways suppliers were integrated into the company’s own 
efforts … everything cohered and supported company strategy. If keeping the product line 
fresh and varied was a goal, speed and flexibility were apparent at every step in the 
development process. As were habits and assumptions to being flexible and to solving 
problems quickly … [they met] tight schedules and high quality standards even when 
designs changed late in the day … [they had] intense interactions that cut out unnecessary 
mistakes and solved problems on the spot … [they produced] high-quality prototypes that 
tested the design … and so eliminated expensive delays and rework later on. 
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From observation, Orla Kiely is a brand with integrity. At Orla Kiely there appears to be a 
seamless pattern of organisation and management, and integrated working relationships with 
internal and external stakeholders. This ensures continued support at every stage of the design 
process. Kiely enforces a code of artistic values in the running of her design studio - employees 
work hard, suppliers are integrated into all activities that are conformed and supported through 
design management. Furthermore, design innovation is clearly important so as to keep the 
product catalogue ‘fresh’ each season. Furthermore, flexibility in the design studio was obvious. 
I observed a fitting and the designers made necessary changes to solve problems as they 
occurred. As a fashion brand, deadlines are never-ending and Orla Kiely undoubtedly adheres 
to these tight deadlines without compromising quality. This was achieved by the timely testing 
of high quality prototypes to avoid further delays.  
Clark and Fujimoto (1990) assert that strong leadership creates organisational integrity. Kiely 
is the leader employees look to for guidance at Orla Kiely. There, she is admired and respected 
for her aesthetic knowledge, visual skills (as well as her personable nature) and her ability to 
teach those skills to her employees. The designers at Orla Kiely repeatedly stated how 
fascinating it was to watch and learn from Kiely. As a result, Orla Kiely’s brand culture is co-
created through the sharing of aesthetic knowledge, design knowledge and through the 
development of the designers’ visual literacy. In this instance creativity is certainly collective 
(Rodner and Kerrigan 2014). As Avgerinou (2003) states for visual literacy to be developed 
there must be guided learning. Kiely herself has a sophisticated level of visual literacy 
(developed from an extensive third-level education and hands-on designing over the last twenty 
years in business) and sharing her aesthetic knowledge with her employees has become a 
valuable asset for Kiely. Thus with ‘creative excellence' being its perpetual objective, Orla 
Kiely becomes, what Borja de Mozota would refer to as a visual ‘learning organisation’; a place 
where design knowledge is a strategic and valued resource in the company’s success (2003, 
p.161). It also ensures the organisation has a culture of learning that is considered worth staying 
for. While motivating employees to perform to the best of their ability is a challenging task for 
most managers (Morley et al. 2004 p.136), for Orla Kiely its learning environment seems to be 
the key to an eager workforce, enthusiastic to be part of Orla Kiely’s organisational culture. 
Kiely is a knowledgeable practitioner and undoubtedly understands the power of visual 
language, and in particular, colour. In fact, Rowan in his interview commented that Kiely is 
‘just one of the best people in the world when it comes to using colour.’ During my research 
trip to London, I was invited to observe a meeting where Kiely and the graphic designer were 
169 
 
undertaking the final print edit of Kiely’s second book for Conran, entitled Home that was to 
be published in the autumn of 2013. This was essentially a four-hour meeting about colour. 
During this meeting one particular discussion stood out: the colour of the book’s separator 
pages (seen below in Figure 6.1). These pages were to feature between each chapter of the 
book. Kiely revealed that these pages were there for a specific purpose: to be the brand signifier 
throughout the book. Each one was to be different both in pattern and colour; with the colour 
used in each a reflection of a chosen colour that appeared in the photography in the ensuing 
chapter. Kiely highlighted that these separators were there to allow the chapters to ‘breathe’, 
giving them space to stand on their own. This is resonant of typographer Masimo Vignelli’s 
comment mentioned in the preface, that it is the space around typeface that makes the visual 
more appealing to the eye. It is also reflective of the thinking behind traditional art exhibition, 
where paintings are hung in ‘white cubes’ with lots of space around them so as to allow the 
viewer to appreciate each individual piece. Young (2006, p.180) contends that colour can be a 
‘compelling, exact and a calculated medium … for transmitting knowledge.’ In this meeting it 
was evident that Kiely continually affirmed this to the graphic designer. Kiely demonstrated 
she has developed a high level of aesthetic knowledge, intuition and embodied knowledge for 
her guide colour choice (Ewenstein and Whyte 2007). As seen in Figure 6.1 there are two 
copies of the fifteen coloured separators laid out on the floor. Kiely and the graphic designer 
discussed each pair thoroughly so as to decide which one was to be used in the final print of 
the book. While the differences between the two coloured sheets may seem insignificant, to 
Kiely every tone was important. As such, Kiely and the graphic designer took part in a lengthy 
analysis of each of them to decide which was best. During this assessment Kiely remarked:  
A little colour needs to be taken out of him and a little black added … at the moment I 
don't love him … reduce the yellow on that page… make the contrast stronger on the line 
… that colour is a bit sad … he’s a bit cold and shallow …  he is nice but a little lemony 
… take the edge off that one he is a bit bright … he jumps out too much … red needs to 
be added to that orange … he is a bit tangerine … he is a bit gloopy … he’s gone kelpy… 
now he’s got a bit more tonality to him … he is way too aggressive on the page … way 
too strong and too prominent … this yellow is more chartreuse than yellow … this green 
is too apple-y … this is pink as opposed to peachy. 
Here, Kiely is demonstrating her colour literacy and awareness of how every tone, hue and 
saturation could affect the overall look of the book. Imperfections were noted for change and 




Figure 6.1 Kiely finalises her second book Home (Source: Author’s own photograph, 2013) 
 
This reminded me of a recollection Kiely made in her first book where she mentioned that her 
New York employer used to comment on colour with phrases such as, ‘not dirty enough’ or 
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‘make it cleaner’ and ‘add Linden green’. Here a similar language is being used and it seems 
that aesthetic knowledge is being passed from teacher to student once again. This meeting was 
observed as an example of how Kiely guides her employees and shares her aesthetic knowledge, 
helping them to further develop their visual literacy. Such detailed aesthetic discussions are 
seemingly commonplace at Orla Kiely, especially in designer practices where design elements 
are continually assessed and developed. As Ekhoff (2012) states such conversation enhances 
visual learning. Cotner (2010) too claims that what teachers say and how they say it contributes 
to the visual skills that are developed. At Orla Kiely, casual and formal conversations about 
design are commonplace, and therefore, are an important aspect of this learning environment. 
The design studio where this learning excels is now looked at in more detail and the designer 
practices that take place there are outlined. 
6.3 Designing the Culture 
 
Figure 6.2 The Orla Kiely studio ‘My Space’ (Source: The Guardian, 2009) 
 
The Orla Kiely design studio is a large open plan space on the second floor of Orla Kiely 
headquarters in London. One of the designers revealed that being open plan they are ‘all kind 
of in it together.’ Hargadon and Sutton (2000, p.162) state that such a layout facilitates 
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interaction, an open dialogue, open meetings, shared opinions and collective critique where 
everyone is interested in what everyone else is doing. They further note that, as a result, 
everyone sees and hears the design problems of colleagues, allowing them to become involved 
in their design practice and offer help where they feel it is warranted.  Figure 6.2 shows part of 
this studio, as it appeared in a feature for The Guardian. While it is obvious the studio has been 
ordered for this purpose, the image does not reflect the creative hub I observed, one that is 
actually much more operative and active. In reality, being creative is ‘doing creative’ and this 
often creates disarray. In working studios like this, the ‘arrangement of objects on work surface, 
walls and floors’ serves as a reminder of how professional design involves ‘doing things with 
objects’ (Kimbell 2009, p.3). Orla Kiely’s design studio is built for function; it is built for 
designer practices. For example, on the left side of the room, is an oversized desk used for 
pattern cutting. On either side of this desk are rolls of cutting paper and boxes of patterns from 
previous collections. Behind the pattern area is shelving with one of the sections stuffed with 
bags from former collections. Scattered around the studio are railings used to hang the samples 
while they await fitting. Also dispersed around the studio are various mood boards and print 
sample boards, bag samples, product samples, material samples, cutouts, ‘protos’, ‘strike offs’ 
and sales samples. Each of the designer’s desks has an iMac desktop, ‘the’ brand of computers 
for designers and a system most designers would be familiar with from their training. Each 
iMac has a computer pen (which one designer described to me as their second hand) and track-
pad. Each desk has a lime green fabric office chair, specifically commissioned by Kiely 
(Abrahams 2009). When asked about her choice of multi-coloured folders that filled a number 
of walls, Kiely remarked: 
We always try and choose the nicest thing that's available … why not? It’s kind of a 
consideration of ‘things’. It’s choice. So if you have choice, why not choose the one you 
like.  
Bloch (1995) claims that design is all about choices. Pellegram (2006) asserts an object’s 
physical nature has a lot to do with the message it conveys. Thus, in choosing iMacs, colourful 
folders, and other items that lend themselves to the ‘design look’, Kiely is again confirming 
brand values in what may seem like insignificant ways that are, in fact, very significant. 
Furthermore, examples of mid-century furniture can be seen dotted around the building that 
also confirm the brand’s heritage e.g. the boardroom table, the meeting room sideboard, the 





Figure 6.3 The meeting room at Orla Kiely HQ (Source: Author’s own photograph, 2013) 
 
When it comes to the design process, creating objects is the primary objective. As Dondis 
(1973) confirms ‘art is the tangible visual representation of an artist’s creativity, emotions and 
concepts’. Design is both the activity and the outcome of the design process. According to 
Borja de Mozota (2003, p.4) the process itself has four characteristics - creativity (required to 
create something new), complexity (in decision making with many variables involved), 
compromise (balancing multiple and often conflicting requirements) and choice (making 
choices between many possible solutions). She further states that within this process there are 
a number of repeated phases that include: investigation (generating ideas into design concepts), 
research (identifying the problem and objective of the design project), exploration 
(concretising the concept with sketches etc., and selecting ones to further explore), development 
(solutions being made into 3D objects and functional prototypes), realisation (prototypes are 
made) and evaluation (Borja de Mozota 2003, p.14). All design at Orla Kiely is done in-house 
at Orla Kiely headquarters. In the design studio there is a graphic designer, senior fashion 
designer, assistant to the senior fashion designer, knitwear designer, senior print designer, 
senior Mainline bags and Accessories designer, assistant bag designer, Etc. bags and 
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accessories designer and Homewares designer. While each designer is responsible for his or 
her own design area each follows the systematic process listed above: investigation, research, 
exploration, development and evaluation. 
All design begins with a concept. A powerful concept identifies the product’s basic functions 
as well as the messages it will embody that will attract and satisfy its target customers (Clark 
and Fujimoto 1990). At Orla Kiely, depending on the product category, its function may be a 
working bag, a wearable fashion item or a useful homeware piece. The first step of the process 
of design at Orla Kiely begins with a colour palette and theme, decided upon by Kiely. This is 
given to the designers, followed by a period of research that always includes a review of vintage 
and mid-century design elements. One designer revealed that much of this research is carried 
out online on sites such as Pinterest, eBay and Etsy, or on discussion boards, blogs and vintage 
sites. However, the designers remarked that they also visit fashion stores, both contemporary 
and vintage; as well as art galleries or theatres seeking inspiration. Such research has resulted 
in the design studio having an extensive vintage archive specifically dedicated to fabrics, 
clothes and objects that have been collected over many years. The design team continually uses 
these as references for designs. Kimbell (2009, p.3) would refer to this collection as ‘bricolage,’ 
useful for individuals who have an innate desire to ‘fiddle and tinker’ and explore objects so as 
to understand them. This collection allows the designers to ‘look at, touch and play with’ the 
objects to see how items are made (Hargadon and Sutton 2000, p.160). Kimbell (2009) suggests 
that objects in this way are used as the designers’ ‘primary source of thinking’. They provide 
information so that these objects can be recreated in new ways. Hargadon and Sutton (2000) 
argue that designers that capture good ideas, keep ideas alive, imagine new uses for old ideas 
and put promising concepts to the test are knowledge brokers. They term this process the 
knowledge brokering cycle. Hargadon and Sutton (2000, p.160) further state that ‘the best 
innovators systematically use old ideas as the raw materials for one idea after another.’ 
However, while the designers at Orla Kiely often study old objects, one designer was adamant 
that they do not just ‘buy a bag, send it to the factory and say copy that’, like many companies 
do. She underlined (using different terms) that they re-imagine, re-design and innovate through 
this kind of object research.  
Once the print, fashion, knitwear, and bag designers move past the research stage, the 
exploration stage develops this research into sketches, so that a selection can be made of the 
best designs to further explore. One designer likened this part of the process to a ‘big melting 
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pot’, where at regular meetings both Kiely and the designers collect research and present it in 
a collaborative discussion. When choosing what designs are to be developed one designer 
revealed that they always have a good selection of research for Kiely to choose from: 
She’ll pick out things (and) … give us more direction … we discard the other things … 
She has clear ideas about what she does and doesn't like with colour and with print. There 
are certain animals she doesn't like. There are certain colours that you know, if you show 
her a print in … they will stand more of a chance of being dismissed than if you did it in a 
pink or fuscia. 
She continues: 
The more I’ve been here, I’ve tapped into her tastes and it’s very much about getting into 
the Orla mind … Then you can propose new things. Sometimes she’s very unpredictable 
and she will love something you think she’ll hate. So it’s good to show her everything and 
we literally churn out ideas at the initial stage. It’s quite magical how she’ll pick things.  
As seen here the design process has moved along from the initial concept to the exploration 
stage and then to the development stage (Borja de Mozota 2003). Following this stage then is 
the realisation stage or what Hargadon and Sutton (2000) would refer to as the fourth stage of 
knowledge brokering. Here they state that concepts are quickly turned into something that can 
be tested, so that if successful they can be put into production. As such, any ideas that are liked 
by Kiely are developed through further drawings and sketches, and this process is repeated 
until final designs are selected. Once final drawings are approved, they are then reproduced in 
a format that can be made into prototypes. Print designers refer to these testers as ‘strike-offs’, 
for fashion they are known as ‘toiles’ and for bag and homewares designers they are known as 
‘prototypes’. Bag designs are drawn on the iMac as a technical drawing at the correct scale 
(unlike many companies today that use Computer Aided Design-CAD), with diagrams 
explaining the construction process for the factories to put them together. The bag designer 
mentioned that a ‘tech pack’ for each bag is then put together for the factories; containing all 
the information they need to make ‘a proto’ (jargon for prototype). This pack includes details 
about the dimensions and the structure of the bag, what leather and lining is to be used etc. 
Fashion takes a slightly different approach here. ‘Toiles’ are made in-house by the pattern 
cutters using calico material. These are then fitted on a model and analysed by both Kiely and 
the fashion designers to make sure buttons, pockets, hemlines, necklines etc. are all in the 
correct place. This is the evaluation stage of the design process. Here ‘design is a process of 
creation and decision making’; it is a bridge between science and art and logic and creativity 
are combined to solve problems (Borja de Mozota 2003, p.5). This part of the process involves 
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aesthetic reflexivity, a real-time phenomenon where stored aesthetic knowledge is applied to 
making adjustments (Ewenstein and Whyte 2007, p.690). In her interview, Kiely commented 
on this assessment. She remarked: 
I am very observational, I see everything and I don't really miss a lot visually. My eye will 
see the tiniest detail, if something’s not straight, if it’s off centre, really by millimetres. 
Clark and Fujimoto (1990, p.114) confirm the ‘magic is in the detail.’ Ewenstein and Whyte 
(2007, p.690) affirm that such an acute eye is based on sense experience, and involves 
‘perception, imagination and intuition.’ Further explaining one designer remarked: 
We comment on the things directly and the factory will change it for us. So we might say, 
‘lengthen the sleeves.’ Or if it’s quite a big change, we’ll go back to the pattern team who 
will amend the pattern, and then we will send (the factories) a fresh pattern. 
Once prototypes have been changed and approved, ‘salesman’ samples or final prototypes are 
produced. This, according to one designer is the most exciting stage of the design process as 
the concepts they have been working with are actualised in material objects. Following this, all 
designs leave the studio and are sold to stores and then consumers. 
As reviewed here Orla Kiely’s organisational culture is one of creativity and design innovation. 
Its design studio is a hub of design-as-practice, an active learning environment that facilitates 
both the development and deployment of employee visual literacy. As also stated, Kiely is the 
teacher that offers that guided learning to her employees to further develop their visual literacy. 
However, Kiely’s imparting of knowledge goes further than her design studio. Kiely has 
produced a number of visual handbooks that guide consumers in visual composition. Pattern 
and Home, two books produced for Conran, are a combination of visual and verbal guidance 
that explain to the reader how to communicate visually by using various visual elements. 
Further, Colours, Shapes, Creatures and Numbers are children’s books that also combine 
verbal and visual components to educate children about various elements (while at the same 
time, cleverly introducing them to the brand and its catalogue of prints). This next section 
briefly outlines how Kiely teaches Orla Kiely’s culture outside of the design studio. 
6.4 Teaching the Culture 
Jenning’s (2013) text, The Complete Artist Manual, provides visual artists with a handbook 
that details: stretching, sizing and priming canvas, drawing media, painting media, painting 
techniques, colour and composition, studio practice and gallery display. There are countless 
177 
 
texts like this available to artists that provide information on the ‘how to’ of creating visual 
images. For consumers that do not engage with formal visual training or for those that do not 
have the need or desire to paint pictures or design graphics, it is maybe unlikely that they would 
seek out such texts. However, Orla Kiely provides this information to the consumer without it 
looking like a textbook for visual studies. Pattern the first book produced for Orla Kiely is 
presented by orlakiely.com ‘as an insight into Kiely’s creative process (the front cover and a 
sample of its interior pages can be seen below in Figure 6.4). It is a book that many avid fans 
of the brand would be interested in. In terms of helping the brand retell its brand story, Pattern 
provides deep insight into the brand’s history, its heritage and its visual language. Inside, Kiely 
recalls her own visual journey and discusses her personal visual training and industry 
experience. It details how Orla Kiely was formed and built into the brand it is today. More 
importantly Pattern also includes a description of various aspects of the design process, i.e. 
how to work with both colour and print so as to construct an appealing aesthetic. According to 
orlakiely.com, Pattern provides a ‘visual treasury’ to guide the reader in ‘using pattern with 
flair and confidence’. In one of the earlier chapters Kiely (2010, p.62) shares with the reader 
the secret to learning how to look and states:  
Developing a creative eye means first of all learning to look. It means discovering what 
you like, what shapes, colours; moods and themes say most to you and spark your 
imagination. In a sense, it is also a question of developing confidence in your own 
preferences so that you can make visual and critical judgments, in other words, so that you 
can edit and select. 
Continuing the guidance Kiely offers direction on how to build a frame of visual reference and 
advises: 
Keeping a scrapbook or a digital file of images helps with any kind of creative decision, 
whether you are choosing colours for your home or putting together a wardrobe … It’s all 
about taking mental snapshots of everyday things, mundane and random, old or new. 
Building up a frame of reference takes time. The key factor is to expose yourself to as 




Figure 6.4 ‘Pattern’ front cover and sample pages (Source: Orla Kiely, 2013)  
 
Here Kiely is encouraging visual perception and visual thinking (two vital components of 
visual literacy). Kiely calls attention to the inspiration that can be taken from art and film, 
vintage and mid-century design. The two prominent chapters in the book, one on colour and 
one on print, give the reader significant insight into each. The colour chapter explores colour 
in nature and also man-made colour. It explains some colour theory, e.g. how the eye sees 
colour, why some colours recede and others advance and what colours sit on either the ‘cool’ 
or ‘warm’ end of the end of the spectrum. The chapter further details the colour families and 
gives advice on how to mix and match colour (complimentary pairs, gloss colour mixed with 
muted tones etc.). Directing the reader Kiely (2010, p.105) states: 
The truth is when it comes to using and choosing colour there is no real substitute for 
practice. Handling colour successfully is all about looking and developing your eye, trying 
different combinations, mixing shades until you arrive at the one you want, collecting 
swatches and samples … Keep a digital folder of colour ideas - pictures torn out of 
magazines, postcards, scraps of fabric, packaging, or images downloaded from blogs and 
websites - anything that catches your eye. With practice you can train your eye to make 
ever more precise distinctions, and precision is what successful use of colour is all about. 
Above all it is most important to be guided by what speaks to you. Using colour is about 
expressing yourself. 
In the print chapter Kiely explores pattern in man-made spaces and in nature. Discussing print 
and pattern combinations Kiely (2010, p.154) guides:  
The way to achieve this is by exploiting all the variables and working with opposites- in 
other words, partnering busy patterns with emptier ones, linear prints with textural designs, 
large scale prints with smaller repeats. You might have one very colourful print alongside 
others that are more subdued, or prints that have a dense coverage patterned with those that 
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are thinner and lighter. You want them to sit happily together and tell the same story. But 
you don't want too obvious a coordination or too much similarity. 
Here Kiely is encouraging the reader to be bold in their expressive choices. A gallery of thirty-
four prints follows while next is a chapter that shows various prints that have been used on 
various product lines. The last chapter is entitled ‘home’ and in it Kiely gives advice on how 
to mix old and new in interior design concepts; how to use different patterns, fabrics and scales 
in display to create an interesting home aesthetic. Kiely (2010, p.267) suggests: 
One simple way of getting started is to base a decorative scheme on a favourite piece that 
you already own, such as a painting, a rug or a sofa. From this ‘ready-made’ palette you 
can choose a particular colour to use a solid, a tone or accent. Patterns that display some 
or all of the same colours will have a basic compatibility. 
Here Kiely is providing consumers with guided learning about visual language and methods of 
visual communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. The book is a handbook for 
the visually engaged consumer. 
 
  
Figure 6.5 ‘Home’ front cover and sample pages (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
Kiely’s second text entitled Home, was developed and produced to feature Kiely’s homewares 
collection (the front cover and one sample page is seen above in Figure 6.5). This book is a 
striking visual guide that consumers can use as a learning tool for interior design. It is also a 
great way for the brand to reiterate aspects of its brand story. The book begins with a chapter 
entitled My Work, which shows the brand’s collection of homewares. Followed by My House, 
a chapter that showcases Kiely’s home and how she has incorporated her designs throughout. 
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This chapter is a particularly good reference for consumers to see how Orla Kiely homewares 
collection could possibly feature in their homes. The twelve case study chapters that follow 
then further establish Orla Kiely’s heritage in mid-century design with each chapter showing a 
different mid-century home that has inspired Kiely in her design work. Home is a subtle but 
useful sequel to the visual guidance given in Pattern. 
Orla Kiely’s children’s books: Colours, Numbers, Shapes and Creatures (shown above in 
Figure 6.6), reaffirm the brand’s visual language in an interesting collection of children’s books. 
These are interesting in the sense that they are not what would be expected of a children’s book 
when it comes to the colour palette being used. In his interview, Rowan suggested that children 
should be taught about ‘nice colours’ instead of ‘the rubbishy’ ones often used. A sample of 
these books are shown in Figures 6.6-6.10 below and as can be seen muted colours that are 
typical of Orla Kiely’s style are used. Kiely confirmed in her interview, she wanted the books 
to have a ‘sophisticated’ colour palette. She further revealed that while these books were sold 
as books for children, they were also designed with the parents in mind. For her, engaging the 
reader was important also. With that in mind this series of books can be considered a form of 
guided learning for both children and adults alike.  
 
 
Figure 6.6 Colours, Numbers, Shapes, Creatures front cover (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 





Figure 6.8 Sample page from Orla Kiely ‘Numbers’ (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 




Figure 6.10 Sample page from Orla Kiely ‘Creatures’ (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
While these texts offer a verbal/visual combination of visual guidance, Orla Kiely objects 
further guide consumers in everyday visual studies. Kiely (2010) states that when it comes to 
creating images there is no substitute for experience. Thus, design objects allow consumers to 
participate in visual practices so that they can create their own aesthetic and create different 
visual messages. Thus, to conclude this chapter, a number of Orla Kiely’s products are 
presented to demonstrate how, in offering such an extensive visual repertoire; the brand 
exposes consumers to different ways of putting visual elements together, therefore, facilitating 
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the consumers’ visual literacy deployment and potentially its development. In these next 
sections the basic visual elements that include: the dot, line, shape, colour, texture, space and 
scale, are examined in a number of Orla Kiely designs. Examined also are the principles of 
design that include: the centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern. To note, the images used 
below are only a small sample of Orla Kiely designs and could not possibly account for the 
vast repertoire produced since 1996. Nevertheless, it does give an indication of the varied ways 
visual elements, principles of design and visual techniques are used by the designers at Orla 
Kiely.  
6.5 The Visual Language of Orla Kiely 
Dondis (1973, p.39) notes that ‘whenever anything is designed … the visual substance of work 
is composed from a basic list of elements. As ‘the visualiser’, she argues, the artist or designer 
can then choose to emphasise and manipulate any element toward any intended effect (1973, 
p.40). At Orla Kiely, Kiely is the visualiser and with her design team these visual elements are 
used in a multitude of interesting visual compositions each season to convey the brand style of 
visual language, one that is primarily focused on print and colour.  Burt (2010) states that Orla 
Kiely has become so synonymous with both print and colour that the brand has become a 
‘byword for colour and pattern.’ When asked in her interview, which was most important in 
her design forethought she commented, ‘both together, they are equally important.’ For 
designers like Kiely, deciding on the brand’s colour palette is one of the most important 
decisions made. This is because colour often comes to represent the brand and can play an 
important part in achieving visual equity, which is the value derived from ‘visual form’ that is 
the ‘look and feel’ of the brand (Lightfoot and Gerstman 1998). Kiely (2010, p.88) views colour 
as ‘an incredibly powerful element in design’. In her interview she asserted that colour is an 
important part of ‘their whole visual story.’ According to Dondis (1973) that is because it has 
a strong connection to the emotions. Kiely (2010, p.3) actually claims that colour is ‘a short cut 
to the emotions’. She maintains that ‘it is almost visceral in the way it connects with our moods 
and feelings.’ One reason is that colour evokes a variety of associations for the viewer, such as 
displaying historical messages and prompting nostalgia (Kohli and LaBahn 1997). The 
associations evoked by the colours used in Orla Kiely designs are an important element of some 
consumers’ attachment to the brand. Discussing print and pattern Kiely (2010, p.3) states: 
As a little girl I was mesmerised by pattern. I would find myself tracing undulating swirls 
of organic forms …. I love the order and regimen of repetition, and how anything and 
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everything can be patterned … It is something that is very beautiful and inspiring to me 
…. Pattern is not a trend for me ... It is my life. 
In her interview she commented: 
When I was a student I loved graphic design. I loved simplifying things and I think that's 
what it’s about too. It’s about taking more complicated things and simplifying them down 
to a point where it’s still visually pleasing.  
While the brand has a recognisable graphic style and colour palette this does not mean that the 
brand has been limited by its visual language. While its styling stays constant, the designs 
themselves continually evolve. Hence, the brand has a largely extended catalogue of designs. 
As Kiely noted in her interview, ‘what we have to make sure is that people don't get bored. I 
think that's really important because people get tired of the same thing.’ Consequently, when 
consumers are exposed to such an eclectic variety of design combinations, it has the potential 
of teaching the consumer about visual elements and various modes of composition. Sections 
6.11-6.62 below give examples of how Orla Kiely use visual elements and principles of design 
in various ways. To note the A, B and C are used alongside these Figures to indicate whether 
the image on the left, middle or right is being discussed. 
6.5.1 The Dot 
The dot, what is it? The dot is the most simple of the visual elements (Dondis 1973). Dots 
influence the space around them. On their own they create a point of focus. Two dots create a 
relationship with each other in space. A cluster of dots in close proximity intensifies the eye’s 
focus. In this view they can create symmetry. However, when placed off centre they create 
asymmetry. When connected dots lead the eye; they can imply direction and also movement.  
How is the dot used by Orla Kiely? Orla Kiely uses this basic element in many different ways 
to create diverse visual effects. As seen in Figure 6.11A the dot is used to create a line that 
forms the stem of the ‘stem’ design. This dotted line leads the eye up vertically. In Figure 6.11B 
the dot is also used to create a line but in this instance the dotted line leads the eye in a number 
of different directions around the bag, up and down and left and right. These dots are closer 
and smaller than in Figure 6.11A. Therefore, the dots are harder to identify and a more definite 
line is created. On the bag in Figure 6.11C dots are added onto the bag rather than featuring as 
a print or punched hole. As discussed further below, this adds a ‘feel’ and texture to the bag. 
Figure 6.12A demonstrates how dots can be punched into the leather bag in close proximity so 
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as to bring the eye’s focus to the bottom of the bag. Figure 6.12B shows how dots are used in 
this bag to create a shape. In this instance it is the stem design that is synonymous with the 
brand. Lastly, Figure 6.12C shows how Orla Kiely uses the dot in 2-dimensional print design 
so as to add an interesting aesthetic to the lining of various bags. 
 
 
Figure 6.11 Orla Kiely bags using the dot in different ways (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
              
Figure 6.12 Orla Kiely bags using variations of the dot for different visual effects (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
6.5.2 The Line 
Line, what is it? Bradley (2010) contends that the fundamental characteristic of a line is to 
connect or unite. He states that lines are about movement and direction, they lead somewhere, 
move the eye, direct the eye to and away from points in space. Lines can be measured by weight, 
length and width, described as long, short, thick, thin, dotted and solid. Straight horizontal lines 
are parallel to the earth; vertical lines reach to the sky; curved lines suggest movement and 
diagonal lines imply movement but in an unstable manner (diagonal lines create visual tension, 
as they seem to be falling in relation to gravity). Lines can be used to outline the outer edges 
of shapes. They can create depth and texture. Lines are also used to create tone and value 
through the use of stippling (by placing dots very close together to create a dark effect and 
farther apart to create a lighter effect), modeling (giving the illusion of volume through use of 
shading) and cross-hatching (use of irregular lengths crossed over each other, closer creates 
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darker value). Line can be implied (completed by the viewer in the process of visual perception; 
the Gestalt principle of closure) or actual; it can be constructive (very measured, angular, 
geometric, angular) or expressive (of feelings and thoughts such as happiness, excitement, calm 
and tension).  
How is line used by Orla Kiely? Kiely describes the brand as ‘graphic, clean and simple’ and 
line is an important visual element used by the designers to convey this style. The three bags 
seen in Figure 6.13A, 6.13B and Figure 6.13C show how in varying the size and thickness of 
line, different visual effects can be achieved while using the same ‘stem’ design. Figure 6.13B 
uses thicker line to outline a large stem design giving the design visual impact. Figure 6.13C 
uses the same pattern but on a much smaller scale. Figure 6.14A below then, uses thin, less 
structured lines to create the outline of kitchen utensils. In Figure 6.14B sketchy lines are used 
to create a painterly flower design; whereas in Figure 6.14C line is straight, it is definite and 




Figure 6.13 Line used as internal lining, as a large motif; as a smaller motif (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 





Shape, what is it? Dondis (1973) confirms that shape is an area occupying space that can be 
defined by line or colour. There are three basic shapes: the square (vertical), circle (curved) 
and triangle (diagonal). As mentioned in the preface, shape can create positive space (the object 
the viewer focuses on) or negative space (empty space left over). Shapes can be organic and 
geometric, soft or smooth. Shapes can be iconic and symbolic and are often used as signs to 
signify meaning. 
How is shape used by Orla Kiely? As a print designer Kiely values shape. In her interview 
she expressed her love of graphic design and simple geometric print. Thus, each season 
deciding on the prints to be used is fundamental to the beginning of the design process. In 
Pattern, Kiely (2010, p. 142) discusses the prints she chooses: 
Many of our prints make some form of reference to nature - flowers, trees, leaves, fruit - 
others feature motifs drawn from more surprising sources, such as linear drawings of 
everyday objects - cutlery, cups and saucers, or tonal prints of stacked glassware. 
Figure 6.15 and Figure 6.16 below show the different ways shapes can be used to create the 
image of a flower. Figure 6.17 below shows how pears, trees and apples can be simplified and 
used as a design shape also. Figure 6.18 shows representational shapes that are recognisable as 
dogs, cats and owls. Figure 6.19 then shows how recognisable shapes such as cups can be 
reduced to a geometric shape that can be separated to give each shape space, as seen in Figure 
6.19B, or layered to create a ‘packed’ look as seen in Figure 6.19C. Figure 6.20 shows how 
abstract shapes are used to create interesting abstract patterns that are not representational of 
anything other than their shape. 
 
 









Figure 6.17 The use of representational shapes in Orla Kiely (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
   
Figure 6.18 Representational shapes of dogs, cats and owls in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 





Figure 6.20 Abstract shapes used in Orla Kiely design (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
6.5.4 Colour 
Colour, what is it? While there are millions of colours, only twelve key colours feature on the 
colour wheel seen below in Figure 6.21. These colours are divided into colour categories: 
primary colours that are blue, red and yellow; secondary colours that are the colours that result 
from mixing two primary colours together, i.e. blue mixed with yellow makes green; yellow 
mixed with red makes orange; red mixed with blue makes purple and tertiary colours are those 
colours that result from mixing a primary and a secondary colour together, i.e. yellow and 
orange to make yellow-orange; red and orange to make red-orange; red and violet to make red-
violet; blue and violet to make blue-violet; blue and green to make blue-green; yellow and 
green to make yellow-green. Colour has three attributes: hue, saturation (or chroma) and 
brightness (or value). Hue is the colour name, saturation is linked to how pure the colour is and 
the brightness of the colour is the darkness or lightness of the colour.   
 
                                                       
 




These twelve colour hues can be further altered into a vast amount of tint, tone and shade 
variations by mixing them with varying amounts of white, grey or black. As shown below in 
Figure 6.22 tints are achieved by adding white, tones by adding grey and shades by adding 
black. 
 
             
 




                              
 
Figure 6.23 Warm and cool sides of the colour wheel (Source: Handprint.com, 2014) 
 
 
There are two sides to the colour wheel that are known as the warm side and cool side (depicted 
in Figure 6.23). While opinions differs on the warmest colour, it is mostly agreed that red-
violet, red, red-orange, orange, yellow-orange and yellow feature on the warm side and that 
yellow-green, green, blue-green, blue, blue-violet and violet feature on the cool side. Colours 
190 
 
situated on the warm side are considered energetic; where as cool colours are thought of as 
calm. Warm colours tend to come forward to the eye, and cooler colours recede. What is 
important to remember with warm and cool colours is that their temperature is relational, e.g. 
certain reds are considered warmer than other reds because they are closer to the ‘warmest’ 
colour on the wheel. 
When creating an image, colour combinations are important. The colour wheel is a helpful tool 
to see what colours are visually pleasing when used together. Colours that work well together 
are known as colour harmonies. These are divided into various categories: monochromatic, 
analogous, complimentary, split complimentary, double complimentary, triad, tetrad and diad. 
Monochromatic colours use different versions of the same colour that are made using various 
tints, tones and shades; giving them varied brightness and saturation (seen below in Figure 
6.24A). Analogous colour combinations are colours that are adjacent on the colour wheel with 
similar hues (seen below in Figure 6.24B). Complimentary colours are any two colours that 
appear opposite each other on the colour wheel (seen below in Figure 6.24C). Split 
complimentaries have a similar affect but are a little subtler. They are two adjacent colours to 
the base colour (seen below in Figure 6.24D). Double complimentary are two sets of 
complimentary colours (seen below in Figure 6.25A). Triad colours are evenly spaced around 
the colour wheel (seen below in Figure 6.25B). Tetrad colours are four colours that are equally 
spaced on the colour wheel (seen below in Figure 6.25C). Lastly, diad colour combinations are 
two colours that are two steps apart on the wheel, skipping one in between them (seen below 
in Figure 6.25D). 
 
      





    
Figure 6.25 Double complimentary, triad, tetrad and diad (Source: Pinterest.com, 2015) 
 
 
Colour context relates to the surrounding colour of a colour that effects how each colour is 
perceived. Figure 6.26 below shows six squares of different colours. In these squares are three 
different coloured smaller squares. Looking down each colum 
n, each small square is exactly the same colour. However, they appear to be different because 
of the colour that they are laid on. When different colours are laid on top of each other, one 
colour recedes and the other appears to come forward. Which colour protrudes and which 
recedes depends on the colour nearest to it. 
 
 
Figure 6.26 Colour contrasts (Source: Videoscribe.com, 2015) 
 
 
How is colour used by Orla Kiely? Using Orla Kiely handbags the following examples are 
given to show how Kiely has created products in each of the colour categories mentioned above. 
Figure 6.27 below shows Orla Kiely bags in the three primary colours: red, yellow and blue. 
Figure 6.28 shows Orla Kiely bags in the secondary colours: orange, green and violet. Figure 
6.29, Figure 6.30 and Figure 6.31 show Orla Kiely bags in the tertiary colours: yellow-orange, 


















Figure 6.29 Tertiary colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.30 Tertiary colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
Figure 6.31 Tertiary colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
194 
 
Figures 6.32A, 6.33A and 6.34A below show Orla Kiely bags in tints of blue, yellow and red 
hue. Figures 6.32B, 6.33B and 6.34B show Orla Kiely bags in various tones of blue, yellow 
and red hue. Figures 6.32C, 6.33C and 6.34C show Orla Kiely bags in shades of blue, yellow 
and red hue. 
 
Figure 6.32 Tertiary colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 





Figure 6.34 Tertiary colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Orla Kiely makes abundant use of warm colours (examples given below in Figure 6.35) and 
cool colours (examples given seen in Figure 6.36) in its designs. Furthermore, oranges, reds, 
pinks and yellows are often used in spring and summer and darker blues and greens are used 
to reflect the cooler season of autumn and winter. However, in stating that, warmer colours are 











Figure 6.36 Cool colours used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
Pantone.com states that science becomes art when an individual knows how to use colour, in 
what proportion and in what order to make them appear harmonious. Commenting on Kiely’s 
work, Loughran (2010) argues that ‘only a particularly artistic eye could so successfully put 
together this cacophony of colour in such a harmonious way.’ With the help of her design team 
various colour combinations are chosen that are considered harmonious. While some of these 
would not be considered typical arrangements, nonetheless, there is harmony in them. Figure 
6.37, Figure 6.38, Figure 6.39 and Figure 6.40 show how Orla Kiely uses various tones of one 
colour hue to create monochromatic colour combinations to great effect. 
 
  




Figure 6.38 Yellow monochromatic colour combinations used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.39 Red monochromatic colour combinations used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.40 Monochromatic colour combinations used in Orla Kiely bags (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
When it comes to colour context, Orla Kiely uses different coloured background with the same 
design (e.g. the stem on a brown background or a cream background) to change the visual 
impact of various designs. Figure 6.41 shows how Orla Kiely utilises colour context to allow 
some colours to recede and others to advance. As seen in Figure 6.41A some of the lighter 
coloured ‘lollipop’ motifs, e.g. the white motif, advance because they stand out against the dark 
background, whereas the darker brown recedes. Likewise, in Figure 6.41B the lower half of 
the flower motif recedes and the lighter colour advances, as does the lighter brown against the 
darker brown. However, against the white it recedes. Figure 6.41C, Figure 6.42A, Figure 6.42B 
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are other examples of colour context. Figure 6.42C shows how a cream background can affect 




Figure 6.41 Orla Kiely use of colour context for visual effect (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.42 Orla Kiely use of colour context for visual effect (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
6.5.5 Texture 
Texture, what is it? Texture relates to the surface qualities of an object that can be described 
as smooth, rough, fluffy, soft, prickly, flat, feathery, shiny, bumpy, rusty, glossy, wet and 
velvety etc. Actual texture is the feel of something. Implied texture is 2 dimensional and can 
be seen. This is achieved by using visual techniques to create the illusion of texture. Texture 
then can be viewed as multi-sensory experience as it engages touch as well as sight.  
How is texture used by Orla Kiely? Texture is an important element in Orla Kiely design, 
particularly bag and fashion collections. Kiely continually affirmed in her interview that quality 
materials are vital to what they do and how they do it. As mentioned earlier, brand integrity 
comes from using quality materials (Clark and Fujimoto claim it 1990, p.111). Kiely 
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commented that ‘the quality of things … to me that's very important. I just want just want 
things to look expensive, to be the best quality, to be beautiful.’ 
 
 
Figure 6.43 Crocodile affect leather handbag, gold handbag, and patent handbag (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.44 Orla Kiely leather handbags; smooth leather and rough leather textures (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.45 Handbags using stitching/printing to create an embossed textured effect (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
Kiely remarked that consumers know if something is good quality by the feel of it. The 
materials used in making objects carry important meanings (Jarman 2006). In this instance they 
reinforce the brand’s values. Figures 6.43-6.47 show many examples of the different textures 
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in Orla Kiely bag designs. Figure 6.43A shows a crocodile leather effect, Figure 6.43B uses a 
gold textured finish and Figure 6.43C shows the shiny texture created by patent material used. 
Figure 6.44 shows different leather textures: the pink bag in Figure 6.44A is smooth to the 
touch, whereas the other two, 6.44B and 6.44C, are rough. Figures 6.45 show how embossed 
designs create a bumpy feel. This can be done through the stitching of the bag seen in Figure 
6.45A and Figure 6.45B or by being printed into the bag itself as in Figure 6.45C. Figure 6.46 
shows close-up images of some of these textures: first canvas, then leather and then laminate 
canvas on the far right. Figure 6.47A and Figure 6.47B show two examples of wool textures. 
In Figure 6.47A thick strong wool weave can be seen. This is in contrast to the soft fluffy wool 
that can be seen and in Figure 6.47B. Figure 6.47C then shows implied texture that does not 
have a rough feel to the touch but because of the cross-hatching used in the 2-dimenisional 
print design it appears that way to the eye. 
 
 
Figure 6.46 Close up of a canvas bag; leather bag and laminated canvas bag (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 6.47 Close up of wool knit bag; soft wool bag; cross-hatching on canvas bag (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
Although not shown here, Orla Kiely’s fashion range is another area where Orla Kiely presents 
interesting textures to the consumer. The Orla Kiely fashion collection utilises many different 
textures each season. As mentioned above colour changes with the seasons and so do the 
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materials used for fashion design. For example, in the summer Orla Kiely changes the weight 
of the material used and designs items using lighter fabrics such as ‘jersey’ or silk, and in the 
winter heavier yarns such as linen and knit are most often used.  
6.5.6 Scale 
Scale, what is it? Dondis (1973, p.56) asserts that, ‘all visual elements have the capacity to 
modify and define each other’, and this process is known as scale. She maintains that it can be 
achieved through ‘the relative size of visual clues’, that is, to place something small beside 
something larger to accentuate the difference. However, scale is further affected ‘through 
relationships to the field or environment’ (Dondis 1973, p.56).   
How is scale used by Orla Kiely? Scale is an important element used in Orla Kiely designs. 
Kiely (2010, p.143) states that, ‘playing with scale brings drama to print design’ and further 
argues that large scale prints give design added ‘oomph’ and ‘graphic impact.’ Orla Kiely uses 
scale in a number of ways and often places small graphics beside large graphics in the same 
design to show the exaggerated difference, or they create the same pattern in varied scales in 
the same collection (as seen below in Figure 6.48). 
 
 




Form, what is it? Form has 3-dimensional qualities and is defined by volume of space. 
How is form used by Orla Kiely? Form is another key element in Orla Kiely design, as all of 
the objects produced for the brand can be described as having form. Orla Kiely’s homewares 
and furniture collections are good examples of how form is used in helping the brand associate 
itself with its mid-century heritage. There are recognisable form styles associated with that era 
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and many aspects of that styling can be seen in Orla Kiely’s designed objects. Figure 6.49 
shows a bird box, flowerpot and tea flask. These are all 3-dimensional forms designed at Orla 
Kiely. Figure 6.50 shows examples from the Orla Kiely homewares collection, each having 
varied form structures. Figure 6.51 shows different chairs designed at Orla Kiely that vary in 
shape, and therefore, form. 
 
 














Space, what is it? Space has height; it has width but is without depth. Therefore, it is a 2-
dimensional form. Visual elements and various visual techniques can be used to create space 
that includes: overlapping, where various visual elements are layered to give the perception 
that the top layer is closer. Size can be used to create space, by placing a large image beside a 
small image, making the larger image appear closer. Compositional location is where images 
closer to the bottom/foreground seem closer than those at the top/background. Linear 
perspective is based on the phenomenon that parallel lines recede into space, converging at a 
distant point. Atmospheric perspective uses colour tones and shades to create depth. 
How is space used by Orla Kiely? Space is a visual element that is used in many different 
ways in Orla Kiely designs. As seen below in Figure 6.52A the motif is spread out to give each 
flower room to stand on its own. Figure 6.52B then shows motifs placed much closer together 
with little space left between them. Figure 6.52C shows how shapes can be layered to give the 
perception of depth.  
 
 
Figure 6.52 Use of motif to create different space effects in handbas (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
6.5.9 Principles of Design 
Principles of design, what are they? Principles of design are a set of visual rules that guide 
individuals in the composition of images. They facilitate the arrangement of visual elements 
for effective visual communication and are essentially visual techniques used for executing 
conceptual content (Dondis 1973, p.110). While these principles are often referred to in varying 
terms they include: creating a centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern. 
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How are the principles of design used by Orla Kiely? Principles of design are central to the 
design process at Orla Kiely and the designers employ a wide range of visual techniques to 
create visual harmony and intentional disharmony, symmetry, boldness, repetition etc. through 
colour and print. Figure 6.53 shows three cushions designed by Orla Kiely. As seen in Figure 
6.53B the flower motif is used to create a centre of focus, unlike the two at either side of it. In 
this instance the dot at the centre of the flower is like a target and dominant in the overall image. 
Most of Orla Kiely’s designs are repeat patterns. This brings balance and unity to them because 
of their repetitiveness. Figure 6.54 shows how balance and symmetry can be achieved: in 
Figure 6.54A by having the same number of leaves at either side of the stem design; in figure 
6.54B by placing three boats on the cushion, one on either side of the middle one. While the 
colour does not give balance here, the repetition does. Then in 6.54C the stem design is repeated 
again in three lines to create a sense of visual equilibrium.  
 
 
Figure 6.53 Orla Kiely uses print to create different visual effects (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 




Working in opposition to this symmetry, Figures 6.55A and Figure 6.55B show how colour is 
used to create asymmetry and Figure 6.55C shows how shape can be used to the same affect. 
Figure 6.56A shows how Orla Kiely uses colour to create contrast. Figure 6.56B shows how 
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different textures (wool and leather) are used for the same affect to create tangible contrast. 
This can also be seen in Figure 6.56C; canvas is used for the straps of the bag and shiny 
laminate is used for the bag itself. As seen in Figure 6.57 Orla Kiely uses line to create 
directional movement. Figure 6.57A shows horizontal lines leading the eye across, but then 
these are juxtaposed with vertical lines that lead the eye up and down. Figure 6.57B has a 
yellow line that acts as a visual pathway from one side of the bag to the other. Figure 6.57C 
then has two types of lines that both bring the eye up to the top of the bag: the lines on the 
straps and the line in the centre of the stem design. Figure 6.58 shows line being used to create 
a sense of movement. Figure 6.58A has sketchy lines under the boat motifs that give the 
impression of water moving beneath them; Figure 6.58B shows how these layered lines give 
the impression of depth but also give the sense of flowers moving in the wind and Figure 6.58C 
uses line that is suggestive of wings flapping, again giving that sense of movement. In the last 
set of images below in Figure 6.59 Orla Kiely’s use of pattern can be seen in examples of the 
wallpaper collection that was designed for Harlequin. 
 
 
Figure 6.55 Orla Kiely’s uses colour and pattern to create asymmetry (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 





Figure 6.57 Orla Kiely uses line to create directional movement (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 




Figure 6.59 Orla Kiely’s use of pattern (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
 
There are other visual effects that can be employed to create diversity in a design collection. 
Figures 6.60-6.62 give examples of how colour and print can be used to create visual opposites, 
e.g. Figure 6.60A uses a bold orange colour for visual impact and Figure 6.60B uses a light 
‘clunch’ colour for more subtlety (Farrow and Ball colour name). As can be seen in Figure 
6.61A both line and colour are used to create a bold print design on the bedding. However, the 
same elements are used in Figure 6.61B in a different manner to create a sense of calm and 
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softness. It is interesting to note here also that both images on the left are photographed against 
a white wall and the images on the right are photographed against a dark wall; another subtle 
use of colour contrast by the brand. In Figure 6.62A layers of flower motifs can be seen that 















Figure 6.62 Layered motif to create depth; flat shape in 2-dimensional form (Source: Orla Kiely, 2014) 
 
Dondis (1973, p.128) views style as ‘the visual synthesis of the elements, techniques, syntax, 
inspiration, expression and basic purpose. As seen from the images above Orla Kiely’s 
catalogue of design has its own style that is distinct and unique. Bloch (1995) claims that having 
products with such individuality and uniqueness is fundamental for brands to make connections 
with consumers. Chapter 7 will explore this concept and examine how the brand’s aesthetic 
has helped it make deep connections with consumers. 
6.6 Conclusion 
This chapter examined the organisational culture at Orla Kiely. It revealed aspects of this 
culture that employees view as important for job satisfaction. Also noted were the strong 
relationships that were voiced as typical at Orla Kiely. The group culture and learning 
environment were also shown. Designer practices were briefly described to reveal the 
structured nature of conceptualising design ideas to create design objects. In this discussion it 
was affirmed that employees at Orla Kiely learn and develop visual literacy under Kiely’s 
direction. It was also suggested that with her guidance in design-as-practice their visual literacy 
is continually deployed and thus further refined. This chapter explored the visual language of 
Orla Kiely. The reason for this was to give a glimpse of the brand’s extensive use of visual 
elements and techniques, and to evaluate some of the brand’s designs for their aesthetic and 
abstract qualities. A wide visual repertoire was presented so as to show how consumers can 
learn about visual composition, elements and design by being exposed to such variety. For 
example, Orla Kiely exposes consumers to a full spectrum of colours and as such the colour 
learning in using Orla Kiely is potentially greater. Design exposes consumers to visual 
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elements such as: the dot, the line, texture, direction, scale, shape, form and space and design 
techniques that include: centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern. This chapter proposed 
that in offering such sophisticated and diverse visual compositions, various colour choices and 
visual element combinations, the brand provides the consumer with a collection of visual 
learning tools that is both abundant in its range and also visually interesting. 
There is an assumption that ‘learning is always the result of overt teaching’ (Halle 1994, p.239). 
However, an alternative view is presented in the latter part of this chapter; one that argues that 
both teaching and learning can take place without purposeful intention. When asked was it her 
intention to educate consumers about design, Kiely replied: 
None of this was planned in a big way. We have kind of organically done all this … so I 
think its lovely, now looking back, that we’ve created something that is educational. 
While Kiely may not have intended to educate consumers, nevertheless, Orla Kiely has become 
a foundation for visual learning. Thus, it is fair to state that Orla Kiely facilitates visual 
practices and visual learning, thus possibly helping consumers further develop visual literacy. 
Furthermore, while consumers may not purchase Orla Kiely products for the purpose of 
accessing that knowledge, nonetheless, learning can occur as a result of brand engagement. 
Intentional or not, Kiely has created a distinctive visual language using colour and print, and 
this is used by consumers as they participate in visual communication. As they practice 
constructing and deconstructing images using Orla Kiely, they have the potential to develop 
visual skills and therefore, visual literacy. As previously stated visual literacy is developed 
through guided learning. It was proposed here that Kiely guides consumers in design-in-
practice by providing them with visual handbooks (Pattern, Home, Colours, Shapes, Creatures 
and Numbers) and objects (design repertoire) they can use as tools for learning. As with any 
form of personal development, tools are usually needed to enhance the learning experience. 
For example, when learning to read, there must be words; when learning to write there must be 
something to write with and write upon. Likewise, when developing visual skills that allow an 
individual to construct and deconstruct visual images, there must be visual material to work 
from and work with. In consumer culture brands have become part of that visual resource. 
Consumer society has become an everyday conduit of visual learning where design-led brands 
like Orla Kiely provide a visual platform for consumers to learn. This chapter demonstrates 
how Orla Kiely facilitates learning practices by providing consumers with tools they can work 
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with in creating visual sentences. These objects afford them the ability to communicate to 
others, while also giving them a resource for visual learning.  
While Orla Kiely’s design team are professionals that work with aesthetic knowledge in design-
as-practice, as Clark and Fujimoto assert, when products are in the consumer’s hand objects 
turn into information again (1990, p.109). Thus, considering Kimbell’s (2009) notion that 
design continues after objects leave the design studio, the next chapter explores design-in-
practice to explore how consumers use Orla Kiely products as information they use in their 
own ways. In her interview Kiely stated:  
People are doing it for themselves. I guess there is so much information now you know it’s 
so kind of, people really do want to create their own thing. I guess there are so many ways 
for people to do it themselves now. 
As previously stated the ultimate goal of design is creating form. While objects are important 
to designers as the outcome of design culture, objects are also important in consumer culture. 
Objects have real qualities that ‘affect and shape both our perception of them and our 
cohabitation with them’ (Olsen 2003, p.88). Considering this, Orla Kiely objects afford 
consumers the opportunity to do things. For example, they allow consumers to express 
themselves in a visual manner. Objects assist consumers’ participation in visual practices, and 
as affirmed in this research they facilitate the deployment of visual literacy. Kiely (2010) 
asserts there is no substitute for experience and experimentation. In that view, Chapter 7 
explores the consumer experience. It examines the visual practices of these consumers with the 
purpose of exploring how they use the brand to deploy visual literacy. The benefit of employing 
this visual literacy framework to the wider field of marketing and consumer behaviour is that 
it enables researchers to consider the production and consumption perspective as a way of 
facilitating communication between the producer and consumer. It shows the interactive 
relationship between the designer, the production process and how consumers use design 
objects after they leave the design studio. It will enable us to gather deep insight into human 
interactions with material culture; consumers perform complex negotiations with chosen or 
desired objects. Production is incomplete without consumption; therefore, this visual language 




















































Art doesn’t have to be pretty. It has to be meaningful. 
















 CHAPTER 7. CONSUMER VISIONS 
 
7.1 Introduction 
In Chapter 4 my stance as an interpretivist was established, as was my intention to bring 
meaning to the lived experience of the participants involved in this study. This chapter is a 
presentation of the participants’ experiences discussed under common themes identified during 
data analysis. To begin, the participants’ first encounters with Orla Kiely are presented so as to 
examine what it was about Orla Kiely that first attracted them to the brand. Then the 
participants’ continued engagement with Orla Kiely is examined considering the following 
concepts: visual consumption, nostalgia and fantasy. Subsequently, the participants’ core 
consumption experience is reviewed to observe how Orla Kiely is used in the construction of 
images. The section begins with a discussion of outfits and then photographs, and continues to 
look at how the participants ‘imagine the self’ and then re-imagine Orla Kiely. The section 
helps to demonstrate how the participants deploy visual literacy for the purpose of intentional 
communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. The participant narratives here and 
the online observations that accompany them show evidence of visual literacy skills being 
deployed in the construction of images to include: visualisation, visual reasoning, visual 
thinking, and knowledge of visual vocabulary, knowledge of visual conventions, re-
constructing and constructing meaning. In the latter part of the chapter two themes are 
presented: seeing Orla and expertise. Here the participants are acknowledged for being able to 
recognise and distinguish visual stimuli as well as interpret images for meaning. This section 
shows other visual literacy skills that include: critical viewing, visual association and again, 
visual reasoning, visual thinking, knowledge of visual vocabulary and knowledge of visual 
conventions. According to Caru and Cove (2003, p.5): 
A ‘good experience is ‘memorable’ (Pine and Gilmore, 1999), if not ‘extraordinary’ 
(LaSalle and Britton, 2003), allowing this consumer to exploit all his/her senses (Schmitt, 
1999) … This type of experience produces emotions and also transformations in 
individuals. 
Considering this, it can be stated then that the purpose of this chapter is to examine how the 
participants engage with the visual world. Further how Orla Kiely has, for these participants, 
induced many memorable and sometimes extraordinary consumption experiences where their 
senses are exploited to produce emotional responses and a transformation in them. For the 
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purposes of this work that transformation comes in the form of an appreciation for the visual 
and the development of visual literacy. This next section explores the importance of the visual 
in the participants’ initial consumption experience. 
 
7.2 At First Sight  
When the participants spoke about their first encounters with Orla Kiely they each mention the 
aesthetic of that experience. Here Meli describes a feeling she had when she saw Orla Kiely 
for the first time: 
It’s just from the moment I saw her stuff, I had never gotten so excited about a handbag or 
an accessory … I knew she was something special, something to watch out for going 
forward … I suppose you get so bored looking at the same kind of plain handbag, and it’s 
always the brand across the front in lettering, you know. It’s just so generic. It’s kind of 
boring. So to see something so fresh and new to come out it was badly needed I think? 
In this extract Meli shares her excitement at seeing the brand for the first time. She responds to 
a striking visual that she describes as special. For Meli Orla Kiely presented something a bit 
different visually, something ‘fresh.’ Also recalling her initial encounter with Orla Kiely, 
Niamh comments that it was her first ‘oh wow’ moment with the brand. She remembers: 
When I first saw Orla Kiely … It was actually in a coffee shop in Rosslare Strand. It was 
the year of the ‘yummy mummies’. So the first time I really noticed the bag I think there 
were three or four women and … I was thinking, ‘Oh wow, I really like that.’ The colours 
and the print ... They weren’t the same. They were just different. They stood out … So that 
was my first, ‘Oh wow.’ 
Here Niamh describes how the Orla Kiely bags that the women had with them stood out. She 
states that the colours and the print caught her attention. She claims that they stood out because 
they were different and by different here it can be assumed that she is talking about the bag’s 
designs. Whether she means they were visually different against the other colours in the coffee 
shop or different in the sense that they were different to the handbags she usually sees is unclear. 
Nevertheless, it is evident that the visual impact of the bags remains in her memory. In a 
traditional view this would be considered an aesthetic experience as it stood out from what 
went before and what went after (Saito 2007). In this instance the fact that there were a number 
of colourfully printed bags together could have reinforced the aesthetic impact. When 
describing their first encounter the other participants also mention how the visual impact still 
stands out in their minds. Molly reveals: 
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I can remember it vividly … I distinctly remember the first time. We were down in 
Killarney and I remember walking by a shop and seeing the bag ... I walked by and went, 
‘Ah I love it’ … I walked by about four or five times. I dragged my friend over and said, 
‘What do you think?’… Then I asked the two others and they said, ‘Oh you’re insane.’ So 
I left it … Then I went back the next day because once I had made up my mind I had to 
have it … The reason I bought the bag in the first place is that I walked by the shop and I 
stopped because it completely took my eye you know. I think that's what Orla Kiely is 
about really. It is really instinctive. It’s what draws you to it straight away, you know, 
cause it’s very visual. It’s very attractive. 
In this narrative Molly reveals that she vividly and distinctly remembers the first time she saw 
Orla Kiely in a boutique shop (similar store to the one in the photograph in Figure 7.1 taken 
during a period of observation in 2013). Molly’s reaction was an instantaneous visual reaction. 
She had walked by the shop front and the bag caught her eye. She recalls that she kept returning 
to the window to look at the bag again and even ‘dragged’ her friends over to look as well. She 
later reveals that when they commented that she was ‘insane’ they were referring to the price 
on the bag. However, as she mentions above, she loved it. She was attracted to its visual 
qualities that appealed to her instinctively. She found that the visual drew her in.  
 
                                  




When Diana describes her initial experience she recalls: 
I saw it in Brown Thomas when I was walking through … I love the fact that Orla Kiely 
isn’t written on it, you know. You know Orla Kiely because of the the design … I just 
thought it was bright and it was different to the plain Mulberry bags … The colour initiated 
it at first; then the pattern compared to the plain bags there. I liked big patterns and I felt it 
was unique as well.  
Here Diana describes how the bright colours and patterns of the Orla Kiely appear more striking 
than the plain bags that were also displayed in this department store (similar to the photograph 
in Figure 7.2 below taken in during a period of observation in 2014). As seen in this extract, 
the pattern and design of the bag helps to differentiate it against other brands. Crilly et al. 
(2004) note that brands that use dramatically ‘different colour to the environment in which they 
are perceived … will exhibit a high degree of contrast’. They state that it is the visual 
appearance that is the first thing to connect with consumers. In other words, for brands like 
Orla Kiely who use bold bright colours and patterns, the aesthetic will stand out against a 
backdrop of plain coloured bags. Visual impact is important for brands to differentiate 
themselves in a crowded marketplace (Creusen and Schoormans 2005). In this view, the design 
increases the probability that the product will be successful (Lidwell et al. 2003). The success 
here would be that the bag evokes a positive response from the consumer.  
 
                                     




While Richard, another participant, is not a consumer of Orla Kiely, he does still easily recall 
the first time he noticed the brand. He mentions some of the visual elements that instantly 
grabbed his attention in a store display:  
I was buying a handbag for my mother as a Christmas present … I wasn’t looking for an 
Orla Kiely. I didn’t know what Orla Kiely was. I went into Brown Thomas and they caught 
my eye, and I said, ‘What are they?’ The only reason I observed it was because it was so 
strong ... I don’t even know what the word for it is. It’s just the patterns, the colours the 
shapes … They were those real pastel autumnal colours. I like those, the dark blues the 
dark greens … That caught my eye that there was colour there but it wasn’t overdone. I 
just liked the simplicity of it … I mean it wasn’t observant of me at all. The only reason I 
observed it was because it was so strong, you know … There was that consistency that you 
could spot it really easily.  
Richard notes that it was because the visual elements of the bag were ‘so strong’ that he took 
notice. He describes how he was drawn to the dark blues and greens, as those are colours he 
likes and appreciates that the colour was not ‘overdone.’ He claims that it was also the pattern 
and shapes that stand out in his memory. He gives the credit to the bag’s design because it was 
the design that helped them stand out. By this it can be assumed that he is referring to the 
repetitive nature of the patterns in the Orla Kiely designs. As seen from the extracts above Orla 
Kiely evokes a positive response from these participants. Here the participants make aesthetic 
judgements resulting from their direct experience of the visual (Saito 2007, p.206). As stated 
here the visual impact of the colours, patterns and designs drew them into further engagement 
with the brand. This appreciation of the visual object from afar is quite a traditional view of the 
aesthetic experience. Nevertheless, it is valuable in demonstrating how the participants deemed 
them worthy of their attention. This next section continues the examination of the participant’s 
engagement with the brand after this first encounter. 
 
7.3 Just Looking 
Schroeder (2002, p.3) confirms that ‘we live in a visual information culture’ where ‘looking, 
watching, spectatorship … gazing, window-shopping, browsing … viewing, surfing the web, 
navigating the Internet and many other visual processes’ are ubiquitous. He claims that all 
consumption occurs within a visual context (2002, p.18). According to Iqani (2013, p.339) 
consumption is an ‘inherently visual experience.’ In their interviews many of the participants 
disclose the joy they get from looking, gazing, window-shopping and surfing the web to 
experience Orla Kiely. This section explores the participants’ visual consumption of Orla Kiely, 




Figure 7.3 shows the most recent homepage of orlakiely.com. Figure 7.4 shows a sample page 
from the A/W15 fashion range. Window-shopping can be the integral part of the shopping 
experience for some consumers (Rowley 2002). While the term is most often used to describe 
how consumers go from store window to store window to explore what is on offer, it can also 
be used for online shopping. The computer screen in this instance can also be viewed as a 
window. It can also be viewed as an online gallery. As previously discussed Orla Kiely employs 
an artistic strategy in business. Its online forum is no different. As seen on orlakiely.com the 
brand displays each product like it was on show in an exhibition. Each item is exhibited to 
accentuate its aesthetic qualities. Just like traditional art, each item is exhibited in a way that 
heightens the viewer’s aesthetic experience, facilitating looking and gazing (Hoskins 2006). 
This website is used to draw particular attention to certain items (Rowley 2002). Each item is 










Figure 7.4 Orlakiely.com clothing online (Source: Orla Kiely, 2015) 
 
In her interview Maria discusses the enjoyment she gets from looking at orlakiely.com at the 
start of each season: 
I don't think I have ever ordered anything online. I just look and I like looking … I have 
seen dresses on the website that I would have loved to have tried on, but I think I just get 
a kick out of just looking … and seeing the designs, you know; more so than even owning. 
Sometimes it’s just nice looking ... even if it’s just admiring it, yeah? It’s just visual. It’s 
visual eye candy. It’s consumer eye candy at its very best. 
Here Maria explains that for her, seeing the designs online is often all she needs to have a 
gratifying experience with Orla Kiely. Maria states above looking is enough. She does not 
generally purchase online but engages with orlakiely.com on a regular basis because it gives 
her pleasure. She remarked that she likes looking. Similar to magazines this online space can 
be considered a ‘dreamworld’ that ‘feed and stimulate people's desires for desire’ (Stevens and 
Maclaran 2005, p.283). Online, like magazines, facilitate ‘just looking’ and ‘browsing’ and are 
spaces that arouse the power of the imagination (2005, p.282). They invite visual consumption 
and facilitate a pleasurable experience that allows the consumer to momentarily distract 
themselves from the ‘rigorous demands of everyday life’ (Iqani 2013, p.347). As Steven and 
Maclaran (2005) note there can be pleasure in just looking. For some, they argue, just looking 
has become a ‘recreational pastime … about the quest rather than the conquest, the search 
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rather than the possession, and it is concerned with the aspirations, fantasies and visual feasting 
that … an evocative image … can engender.’ Belk et al. (2003, p.347) argue consumers have 
a desire to be enchanted. For Maria, it could be stated that online is such an enchanting space. 
She mentions she likes to admire the ‘visual eye candy’ on display. Further describing her 
process of online looking Maria reveals: 
I play yes no game show. For example: I like that. I don't like that. Then there would always 
be the bits you skip. You’d skip the popular bags … the middle age mums with the plastic 
ones that you would buy for 20 quid in the sale … You pass on them … I always go to the 
homewares now and have a look to see what new stuff is coming out … just excited to see 
what stuff is coming next. 
Here Maria describes how she plays a game when looking online. She mentions a style of 
looking affiliated with a popular TV game show called ‘Yes or Now Game Show.’ It’s a fun 
experience for her. In this narrative, Maria reveals that for her, the purpose here is to admire 
the beauty of the objects (Light and Smith 2005). Amy also likes looking online. She uses 
online to find out what products are available. She remarks: 
I would actually Google her to see what her new prints are … I spend a lot of time online 
looking up things ... I could spend hours looking up ideas ... I like looking what her prints 
are and I like looking at what’s coming out ... It’s definitely part of the fun. 
Amy reveals that she spends hours looking to be inspired with ideas. Both narratives confirm 
that the online aesthetic experience brings the participants pleasure. Looking in this instance is 
experiential and used as a form of entertainment and fun (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). Both 
Maria and Amy confirm that they get a kick out of just looking, admiring and being curious. 
For them, their online consumption is more like consumption dreaming, a ‘creative and 
deliberate activity … accessible on demand’ (d’Astous and Dechenes 2005, p.5). Sometimes 
this consumption dreaming works as a strategic plan to acquire the object; other times there is 
no intention to fulfil it at all (d’Astous and Dechenes 2005). While consuming Orla Kiely online 
was truly satisfying for some of the participants, for others they wanted to enhance the 














Berger (1972) asserts that there is a massive difference between seeing a painting reproduced 
in print and seeing it in reality. He claims that standing in front of the original, the viewer 
should be able to feel its authenticity. As the participants explain here seeing Orla Kiely in 
reality an extremely important event for them. Meli explains: 
If I wanted to buy a bag … I would prefer to see it in the flesh … Online the colours are 
different … So for me, because there is so much colour in her prints it is something that I 
want to see in store.  
Here Meli describes a trip she took to the Orla Kiely flagship store in London (the store’s shop 
front can be seen in Figure 7.5 above and its upstairs interior in Figure 7.6). She remembers: 
It’s just so vivid when you walk in. The prints just hit you in the face, in a good way 
obviously. I had only ever seen Orla Kiely on a small scale and there is so much more there 
than I had never seen or heard of before … It’s kind of like a kid walking into a candy 
store. It’s like, ‘Oh my God, I never want to leave’. You know, that kind of way. It's a 
different shopping experience … You’re even happy to just look at it, the visual appeal … 
The prints just stand out so much that to even window shop, it gives you a bit of a shopping 
high even though you’re not buying anything. 
Meli explains how impactful the Orla Kiely flagship store is when seen in reality. This was her 
first time in the store so it was a significant experience for her. Meli details how the Orla Kiely 
prints hit her in the face when she walked in. This demonstrates the impact the stores visual 
had on her. She describes it in metaphorical terms, like a kid walking into a candy store. This 
implies that she was extremely excited by the array of objects in front of her. Meli mentions 
the stores visual appeal and how that alone gave her a shopping high even without completing 
a purchase. This emotional response is typically the first response consumers will have to an 
environment like this and one that ultimately guides subsequent relations they have within that 
environment (Machleit and Eroglu 2000). Meli continues: 
It’s just the impact it has on you. It’s so visual and so vibrant with all the different prints 
in front of you, and it’s like, ‘Wow’... It didn't look gaudy at all … There are so many 
prints and different colours that you would think if you put them altogether it would look 
chaotic but it didn't … I suppose it's the way the store was laid out as well. I think 
everything kind of compliments each other … It was organised chaos but in a nice fused 
together kind of way. Like the wallpaper on the walls just stands out so much. I just love 
it. I absolutely love it ...  I didn't even care the fact that I didn't get to buy anything. Even 






Figure 7.6 The interior of Orla Kiely, Covent Garden, London (Source: Orla Kiely, 2015) 
 
 
Here again Meli describe the visual impact the store has on her. She describes it as vibrant, she 
notices how the many prints work together in the space and even states they complement each 
other. She proclaims that she loved it. Again like Maria above, Meli is getting pleasure from 
just looking. In this instance, going to the store was in itself a memorable aesthetic experience 
(Venkatesh and Meamber 2008). As Meamber (1997, p.81) would state, here Meli 
is ’abandoning herself ‘to the spectacle embodied in the surroundings’. Visual consumption 
here is delightful and inspiring (Iqani 2013). As Meli claims above, the experience of visiting 
the flagship store was pleasurable enough that she did not even mind not buying anything. Here 
the trip to the Orla Kiely store is the most significant element of the experience. Meli claims 
she would not say ‘that’ about Chanel. This could be construed that she is referring to the visual 
experience on the assumption that Chanel is not as visually impactful in its flagship store.  
 
Sherry et al. (2001, p.48) argue that the retail space powerfully invites the viewer ‘to indulge 
their visually oriented … scopic desire.’ According to Wagner (1999, p.128) such aesthetic 
experiences are immediately and vividly felt, distanced from any other practical concerns. The 
store’s manager informed me that the Orla Kiely flagship store is purposefully laid out for 
visual impact. It is bright and bold and constructed out in a way that creates a colourful visual 
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experience for the viewer. Biehl-Missal and Saren (2012) assert that carefully designed 
marketing spaces can create atmospheres that initiate a sensuous experience and prompt an 
emotional response from consumers. It can be reasoned from the narrative above that the Orla 
Kiely flagship store did indeed prompt such a response in Meli. As she states above, she 
absolutely loved it. The stores layout impressed her, as did the juxtaposition of the different 
prints in one space. This experience was hedonic and clearly activated emotive aspects of the 
consumption experience (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008).  
 
          




Emily and Lauren also visited the Orla Kiely store, however, the one they went out of their 
way to visit was in New York (seen in Figure 7.7). Here they describe their experience: 
We had walked and walked cause we weren’t going to leave New York until we found it. 
Lauren’s feet were killing her but it was so worth it. We went in and we had the place to 
ourselves. Jesus it was stunning; beautiful individual rooms, tastefully done. When you 
think Orla Kiely you would imagine it would be in your face but it wasn’t. It was subtle. 
It was like walking around a cool place you wanted to explore. It was amazing. The 
atmosphere was like going into someone’s sitting room. It was really chilled out. It just 
felt like you could take your time to look around and take it all in. By that I mean the shop 
as a whole. You know the way if you show someone a picture they would often zone in on 
one thing, but with years of working with interiors I was looking at the whole space.  
Like Meli, Emily and Lauren travelled especially to visit the Orla Kiely store. As Emily states 
above she could not leave New York without seeing it. She mentions the store’s atmosphere 
being ‘chilled out’. She describes the ‘whole’ of the store being important to her experience 
there. While Emily’s New York experience differs from Meli’s experience in Covent Garden, 
nevertheless, both descriptions indicate the power impact the visual had on them. For Meli it 
was the ‘in your face’ print and colour that impressed her. For Emily is was the store as a whole. 
She claims it was subtle but stunning. While none of Orla Kiely’s stores look the same they all 
keep true to the brand’s artful strategy. Each store is a spectacle of commodity display designed 
to ‘provoke an abundance of sensory experiences … invite spatial exploration and emotional 
and intellectual engagement’ (Iqani 2013, p.4). Each one has a template customised to local 
tastes (Kozinets et al. 2002, p.26). Covent Garden as Meli describes it is ‘organised chaos’ in 
print and colour. According to Emily, New York is ‘chillout out’ and King’s Road (the other 
London store seen in Figure 7.8) is, as the store’s manager states, much more ‘demure’. That 
is visually demure - softly lit so as to create a more relaxed atmosphere and has dark wood 
throughout. It is set with luxurious furnishings, marble in places and though it cannot be seen 
from this photograph there are closed changing rooms in the back of the store for privacy 
(different to the open changing rooms in Covent Garden). In this store the aesthetic informs the 
consumer about the nature of the goods to be found there and the type of experience they may 
have (Pettinger 2004, p.170). The look of the King’s Road store informs the consumer that the 
collection being held there is at the higher end of the brand’s repertoire. This collection suits 
the localised clientele. Seemingly, according to the store’s manager, they are those ‘ladies who 






Figure 7.8 The interior of Orla Kiely, Kings Road, London (Source: Orla Kiely, 2015) 
 
While it is clear that Orla Kiely stores evoke excitable responses from consumers, here Molly 
reveals how seeing Orla Kiely in a less stylised retail setting can evoke just as much excitement: 
My sister was shopping. I was bored and I wandered off … The next thing I remember 
looking at it thinking, ‘Oh God that must be a cheap version of Orla Kiely and then I saw: 
Orla Kiely by Target … I grabbed one of them and ran off to grab my sister … I thought I 
had died and gone to heaven. It was all Orla Kiely branded shit … My sister … was like, 
‘Seriously Molly calm down.’ And I was going, ‘Jesus Christ, look, look, look … I actually 
thought I was going to hyperventilate!   
Molly here describes the visual impact of seeing Orla Kiely in place she had not expected. She 
reveals that it was the cause of much hysteria in that moment. Figure 7.9 gives an example of 
how the branded goods were displayed in Target. Orla Kiely stores aesthetics are carefully 
formulated to create a beautiful experience for the consumer. Target’s aim is to sell high 
volume at a low price point. While clearly differing from the merchandising in the branded 
stores, nevertheless, here it seems that the unstylish backdrop just made Orla Kiely stand out 
even more. In Target, Molly’s visual response was heightened because it had surprised her. 
Seeing it out of context made the experience more dramatic because she had not expected Orla 





Figure 7.9 Orla Kiely for Target (Source: Participant photograph, 2014) 
 
 
Saito (2007, p.206) states that response we have to objects indicates ‘the effects they exert on 
our lives’. She claims that ‘our positive … experiences are derived from our direct experience 
of visual … sensations.’ This extract again indicates how impactful the Orla Kiely aesthetic is 
in the participant’s experience. As the above sections demonstrate, from their first encounters 
with Orla Kiely and throughout their continued engagement with the brand their visual interest 
has been sustained, ignited and excited. Initially, when the participants were describing their 
first encounter with Orla Kiely they noted the impact the visual had on them. They continually 
mentioned how the aesthetic stood out. One of the participants even described their first 
encounter as love at first site. What has become apparent from the interviews is that the more 
the participants engage with the brand the deeper this love seems to have developed. This next 
section begins to observe the relationship the participants have with the brand. It examines their 
perception of the brand and how its visual language influences their mood and outlook. 
 
7.4 Looking Brighter 
From the interviews it is apparent that the more the participants engaged with the Orla Kiely 
the deeper their appreciation for visual qualities of the brand design and the emotional value 
they had for them (Hoyer and Stokburger-Sauer 2012). For some of the particpants the brand 
evokes deep emotional responses (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; Karahanolu and Sener 2009). 
Molly even goes so far as to describe how she ‘fell in love’ with Orla Kiely the first time she 
saw it. However, for the other participants, this love seems to have developed with their 
engagement over time. Niamh describes her experience with Orla Kiely ‘like falling in love’ 
and claims that she always ‘gets a little ooh’ whenever she sees her Orla Kiely handbags. 
Dumaine (1991) contends that this ‘love’ feeling is a typical response to good design. When 
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describing her various experiences with the brand Niamh uses the word ‘love’ repeatedly. For 
example, she remarks: 
I love it. I absolutely love, love, love it … I just love the vibrancy of the colour … I would 
love to work for her. I would love a job there I think I would be so happy. 
Crilly et al. (2004) state that design can delight the senses, to the point where, Holbrook and 
Zirlin (1985) argue that the aesthetic response can be deeply felt. Niamh, like the other 
participants, feels deeply for Orla Kiely. Niamh even wants to work for the designer, as she 
believes she would be so happy there. Here Niamh is imagining what it would be like to work 
in a design studio that creates the products she loves; because she associates Orla Kiely with 
happiness, she believes that she would be happy working where they are made. Love is a word 
commonly used online too. As seen below in Figure 7.10 on the left, the individual comments 
that on seeing Orla Kiely’s DNA sculpture her ‘love affair continues.’ On the image on the 
right the individual declares, ‘I love Orla Kiely,’ a common declaration online. There is even 
iloveorlakiely.blog.ie and a Pinterest called ‘Love Orla’ page that only feature Orla Kiely 
products. Through continual engagement these consumers forge deep emotional relationships 
with the brand. 
 
 
    
Figure 7.10 Orla Kiely for Target (Source: Participant photograph, 2014) 
 
For many of the participants the value of Orla Kiely comes in the happiness it brings into their 
lives. In her interview Emily argues that while the ‘Gucci’s are beautiful’ and recognisable by 
their brand logo, they are not very noticeable as far as their design. She claims Orla Kiely 
products are noticeable because they are ‘happy’. Again this is a reference to the visual qualities 
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of the brand being more important than the brand name. This connection between Orla Kiely 
and optimism was something continually observed on Internet forums. As seen below in Figure 
7.11, the image on the left posted on Pinterest suggests that happiness is Orla Kiely. While 
most definitely a bold statement, nevertheless, it seems to reflect a common perception of the 
brand. The image on the right of Figure 7.11 shows a quote an individual has taken from Kiely’s 
book Pattern. They have rewritten, photographed and posted it on Twitter. This tweet is 
reconfirming the association between Orla Kiely’s pattern and happiness. In Figure 7.12 it is 




   
 





Figure 7.12 Orla Kiely featuring in social media post (Source: Instagram, 2015) 
 
 
Happiness is also associated with brightness, as Molly explains in the following narrative: 
I wouldn't buy brands per se… I’m not a brand person but I just love the brightness of it. 
It’s just so chirpy and colourful … If it's a dull day you want something nice … If you’re 
wearing a … dark coat, you have a nice lovely bright handbag … If it's the middle of winter 
and it's a horrible miserable day, you put on a nice bright bag … Like tonight I’m going 
out for dinner and I was actually thinking I might use one of my summer bags … just to 
brighten up the restaurant. This is how I think you know. 
In her interview Molly states that she is not a ‘trendy person.’ She describes herself as relaxed 
and not ‘into’ brands. Here she confirms that she does not buy Orla Kiely for the brand label 
but for its aesthetic qualities. Molly states that for her, Orla Kiely is all about the visual and not 
about the brand. She claims it can be transformative and Molly bestows great power to Orla 
Kiely. She believes that her summer bag can brighten up a dull winter’s day. She even believes 
that Orla Kiely can illuminate the interior of a restaurant. Venkatesh and Meamber (2008) 
contend that some consumers are acutely aware of how aesthetics can impact interior spaces. 
As seen here, Molly gives Orla Kiely the credit for changing the restaurant’s aesthetic for the 
better. In Figure 7.13 Orla Kiely is also credited for brightening up a drab summer’s day. In 
Figure 7.14 the individual too states that she is brightening up a very wet day with her Clarks 
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Orla Kiely’s. What is interesting in this post is that the shoes are black yet she is still associating 
them with brightness. 
 
 
Figure 7.13 The Orla Kiely bus (Source: Twitter, 2015) 
 
 




When Niamh speaks of Orla Kiely she appears to be referring to both a visual brightness and 
also a brighter outlook, as she explains here: 
On a dull day … I just bring it out and it just brightens it up … I just associate it with 
summer, with happiness, with positivity and vibrancy … I think it’s just all the doom and 
gloom that's around. I am just trying … there is a little voice in my head, ‘Be positive, 
positive’… So when I wear my bag it’s for me. It’s not for anybody else. It’s for me and it 
makes me feel good … Like I could be wearing a pair of trousers out of Pennys or a top 
out of Pennys and have a bag, an Orla Kiely bag, and I feel like a million dollars. I feel 
happy and that's why I bought it because it does that for me … I would just find that it 
would lift your spirit; lift you overall, you know, how you feel. 
As seen here Niamh too suggests that Orla Kiely can brighten up a dull day. While realistically 
the weather cannot be controlled by brands, in Niamh’s reality it can. She claims that Orla 
Kiely can actually brighten up dreary days. This statement is clearly metaphorically speaking. 
It seems that Niamh affords the brand credit for being able to change her outlook instantly. In 
her interview Niamh reveals that she was recently divorced. She also mentions that it is a 
challenging time for her emotionally and claims that in her ‘current state,’ Orla Kiely makes 
her feel happy. Niamh’s extract demonstrates how she has become emotionally attached to 
Orla Kiely. While initially she spoke of her visual attraction to the brand, here she reveals a 
connection she has on a deeper level. Niamh claims Orla Kiely makes her feel better. She 
claims it makes her feel like a million dollars. She states that she wears the bag for herself and 
nobody else. This implies that she is not wearing the bag for any cultural meanings that may 
be attached but for the feelings it evokes in her. She remarks that Orla Kiely has ‘the feel good 
factor’ in the midst of ‘all the doom and gloom that's around.’ Fennis and Pruyn (2006) argue 
that some brands help to shape an individual’s sense of self. Niamh appears to be appropriating 
the brand’s optimistic design and corresponding feelings so as to make them part of her identity 
(Holt 2004). The aesthetic experience can provide some ‘therapeutic value’ for the consumer 
and can be cathartic in nature (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008, p.54). Consumers often buy 
themselves ‘something nice’ to make them feel better (Tauber 1974, p.47). Arnold and 
Reynolds (2003 p.80) note how shopping is used as a ‘form of emotion focused coping in 
response to stressful life events or simply to get one’s mind off a problem.’ Evidence of this 
was also observed online. The Twitter feed in Figure 7.15 explains that the individual with the 
pseudonym ‘photo_Jodie’ has been in hospital for 3 weeks. She reveals that during her stay 
there she treated herself to an Orla Kiely handbag online. Here she describes the experience as 
‘retail therapy’. Figure 7.16 shows another post stating that the following week matching shoes 




Figure 7.15 Photo_jodie Instagram post (Source: Instagram, 2015) 
 
     
Figure 7.16 Photo_jodie Twitter post (Source: Instagram, 2015) 
 
 
While Atalay and Meloy (2011) assert that retail therapy is often impulsive, this image would 
suggest that it can also be strategically motivated, a conscious effort to improve one’s 
emotional state. As Babin et al. (1995) state it is shopping with purpose. They suggest that the 
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value in shopping is to evoke a hedonic response, the intended outcome to alleviate a negative 
mood. The enjoyment of the experience is an end in itself; it is a ‘pick-me-up’ when she was 
feeling down (Babin et al. 1994).  
 
This section demonstrates how important visual elements are to these consumers. The 
brand/consumer relationship is being developed through the visual. For these individuals Orla 
Kiely means happiness and brightness; its visual qualities help them to feel better. All of these 
statements demonstrate the emotional connection the brand has with its consumers (Holt 2003), 
further highlighting the influence consumers give Orla Kiely’s aesthetic over their everyday 
experiences. Orla Kiely’s visual also evokes another emotional response – nostalgia. The next 
section explores how some of the participants feel connected to the brand as a result of the 
memories that are provoked by various visual elements used in its design. 
 
7.5 Looking Backwards 
According to Arnould et al. (2002) the nostalgic experience is the remembered experience that 
involves classifications of the past. In her interview, Maria examines why she is so attracted to 
Orla Kiely and probes this question: 
What’s so fucking sexy about that a mustard print next to a grey wall? Like why does that 
get to you? 
Then answering it for herself she explains: 
I think if I hadn’t been a teenager and grown up with all things … retro, I probably wouldn’t 
have this appreciation. It’s like going into a dream when I hear the Smiths. I am just harking 
back to youth that I am still stuck in. 
Further describing an occasion where she noticed Orla Kiely Maria commented that it was the 
retro patterns that grabbed her attention: 
It reminded me of that kind of pattern that would have been around when I was a sixties 
chick … I was probably wondering what something like that was doing in a contemporary 
shop … It would probably bring me back to being like 15 … Not that I can pin point 
anything in particular … It definitely harks back to … liking all those clothes and furniture 
and patterns … Old tea sets your mum might have had when she got married. You know 
… like the wooden lids on the pots and everything. 
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In the above extracts Maria explains that she attributes her love or retro to growing up as a 
teenager during the 1960s. That is the new and the old mixed together (Brown et al. 2003). For 
Maria nostalgia influences her consumption experience (Goulding 2001). Orla Kiely is the new 
and the colours and patterns she uses are the old. In this narrative Maria mentions some of the 
items that stand out in her mind as signifiers of that era, ones that can be found in Orla Kiely’s 
fashion and homewares collections: clothes, furniture, patterns tea sets and pots with wooden 
lids. Figure 7.17 shows a tweet of the Orla Kiely ceramic dishes that evoke nostalgia for one 
consumer. 
 
    
 
Figure 7.17 Orla Kiely Home (Source: Instagram, 2015) 
 
 
Later Maria adds that the Orla Kiely lookbooks remind her of her mother’s old pattern books. 
Whilst describing the covers of these patterns she recalls that they often featured models with 
‘skinny legs and those shoes’; the ones frequently featured in the Orla Kiely fashion-
photographs (as seen in Figure 7.18). The shoes for Maria are a visual cue that brings her back 
to her youth (Mueling et al. 2004). Maria remarked that having these shoes in the adverts makes 
the photographs seem ‘authentically old.’ In Chapter 5 it was outlined how Orla Kiely creates 
mythical heritage through the cultural codes it refers to in both its designs and its branding 
activities. Thus, the brand does not have to rely on its historical heritage but its implied heritage. 
Furthermore, as also mentioned the authenticity comes from the Kiely being from that time. 
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As such consumers like Maria can connect with her in these common memories. Personal 




Figure 7.18 1960s pattern; Orla Kiely Fall 2010 Lookbook (Source: Orla Kiely, 2015) 
 
 
In his interview, Paul, the art lecturer comments on Orla Kiely’s use of cultural codes from the 
1960s: 
  
It’s clearly recognisable as hers but at the same time it is entirely familiar from your 
childhood or something, do you know what I mean? ... I think there is a lot of flattering 
people with that idea and they don’t actually realise they are being played at the same time 
… I think people know this is appropriated from 1960s design and they feel quite good 
that they know that … It’s not trying to be new … So there are very important epochs, 
historically, that people are very keen to associate themselves with … Pointing backwards 
we are quite comfortable with this kind of retrospective thing.  
As Paul states here, Orla Kiely is trying to associate itself with an important epoch in history. 
Thus, the brand is using borrowed heritage as a valuable storytelling device (Schroeder et al. 
2015). It is employing retro branding to connect to consumers who are familiar with this era 
(Brown et al. 2003). In the above extract Paul insinuates that consumers do not recognise that 
they are being ‘played.’ However, some of the participants did comment on recognising how 
Orla Kiely was leveraging this retro look. Emily, an interior designer, describes Orla Kiely as 
‘recession chic’. She affirms that because ‘that whole retro look is very cool,’ the brand is ‘in 
the cool club straight away.’ She refers also to Orla Kiely as ‘modern retro’ and further stated 
that it was a good ‘accompaniment to the SMEG fridge, the Robert’s Radio … and the Eames 
chair’. These design classics are shown below in Figure 7.19.  
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Figure 7.19 Eames chair, Robert’s Radio and the SMEG fridge (Source: Pinterest, 2015) 
 
 
Here Emily clarifies what she means by modern retro: 
Her patterns are original to her, but the concepts originate further back … I am sure they 
just come from her own nostalgia. You know, because she would have been a sixties child. 
So, her patterns are retro, therefore, they do accompany the originals. She helps it along 
because she is recreating that retro look but it wasn’t retro originally was it? Do you know 
what I mean? So … a term I started using recently is ‘Modern Retro’. You know, because 
it’s what we are creating now but we are bringing in aspects of the past. I suppose I have 
always found retro attractive and that there is a certain happiness there. Like, I was born at 
the tail end of the sixties … so when I look at pictures of myself as a baby, I’m in a sixties 
or early seventies surroundings … and there is a certain nostalgia there. I might not even 
remember all those patterns but I am so drawn to them … It suggests a happy, simple 
home-life and a creative one as well. I think that’s what I come from and that’s what I am 
attracted to recreating. 
Emily recognises the fact that the brand itself does not have history in the 1960s. However, she 
does acknowledge that because the designer lived through that era that it justifies her modern 
retro styling of the brand. Emily does not seem to be bothered by the retro marketing of Orla 
Kiely as she herself can connect to the era. As a child of the sixties she reveals that she is drawn 
to the patterns that Orla Kiely uses in its designs. Emily’s response has the typical 
characteristics of nostalgia. Looking back with rose tinted glasses (Goulding 2001). Emily 
states that there is ‘happiness there’ back in the 1960s. She reveals that she came from a creative 
home (she has earlier disclosed that her mother was a clothes designer). She states that she is 
interested in recreating that kind of home life, thus, suggesting that Orla Kiely allows her to do 
that. Holbrook (1993) states that remembering aspects of the past in such a tender way is quite 
common. In that view Orla Kiely’s aesthetic is allowing her to construct an image that 
represents that happiness for her. As an interior designer Emily has a high level of visual 
literacy. She understands visual meaning and how it can be created through the use of visual 
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elements like colour and pattern. This extract shows how she is also able to re-create meaning 
by using the retro designs of Orla Kiely. 
 
Unlike Emily, Niamh has no formal training, but she too recognises the retrospective elements 
of Orla Kiely. Like Emily she was a child of the sixties and as such her knowledge of that era 
comes from personal experience. Here she discloses a memory of her mother that was sparked 
in a discussion of an Orla Kiely handbag: 
It takes me back to home years ago … I can remember my mother and she looked like one 
of those women from Mad Men, I mean the dress and the hair … If my mum was going 
out she would be dressed up to go out, the hair and the pink suit … There was this bag my 
mum had … The Orla Kiely bag, do you know the clasp on the top of it … that reminds 
me of that pink outfit my mum used to wear.  
In this extract Niamh claims that the clasp feature on the Orla Kiely bag reminds her of a bag 
her mother had. This bag, she remembers, was worn with a pink suit that she likens to that worn 
by the actresses on the TV show Mad Men. Orla Kiely is allowing her to reconnect to her past 
in her current day (Holbrook and Schindler 1991). While this section shows how Orla Kiely 
stimulates looking backwards, this next section explores how it also motivates them to look 
forwards. Here the participants explain how they imagine, daydream and fantasise about the 
Orla Kiely they want but do not yet have.  
 
7.6 Looking Forward  
The artist Claude Monet states: 
No one is an artist unless he carries his picture in his head before painting it, and is sure of 
his method and composition.  
While consumers are not artists, they often act in similar ways. They conceptualise images in 
their minds and then gather the materials to create them. According to Arnould et al. (2002) 
the pre-consumption experience involves foreseeing or imagining the experience before it 
occurs. Stevens and Maclaran (2005, p.282) suggest that for some ‘the most pleasurable aspect 
of shopping is the daydreaming that surrounds it.’ Related fantasising becomes passionate 
consumption and a form of ‘self-seduction’ (Belk et al. 2003, p.347). Here Meli reveals how 
she often daydreams about future Orla Kiely purchases: 
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I can think of my wardrobe and go ‘that will go with a multitude of things I have’… 
Planning my wardrobe around it and I don’t even have it yet. 
She then refers to her Orla Kiely wish list that helps her take note of her daydreams: 
I have a wish list. I think everyone has a wish list … I would always be checking when the 
new season stuff comes out … and then I would make my wish list … You know the notes 
thing on the iPhone, I will actually take down the model number … and then when it comes 
to birthdays, I’ll go back into the wish list and I’ll say, ‘Right just get me a voucher between 
you for wherever and then I can go in and buy it’ … I have only had a wish list with Orla 
Kiely, which is crazy. I never did that with any other brand. Never. 
Meli reveals here that she has a wish list and that she adds to that wish list on her phone when 
she sees a new item she likes. She is making a plan to acquire the bag in the future. Fournier 
and Guiry (1993) refer to this pre-consumption dreaming as conscious fantasy. According to 
d’Astous and Deschenes (2005), this activity is a process of mental planning for the future that 
can be a deeply rewarding experience that temporarily satisfies the consumer. Christensen et 
al. (2004) state that consumers can treat the future like an open canvas where any image can 
be created. Thus, the purpose of ‘consumption vision’, they argue, is to create a mental image 
of products for future use. Niamh also indulges in pure Orla Kiely fantasy. Here describing her 
wish list she details what she would do with the items on the list if she had them: 
I would love the bedroom done … I would hone in on the stem. I would think of it in my 
mind - wallpaper at the back. Or wallpaper on one wall and wardrobes at the back. Then 
very bright paint that would be white or something. Then I would have my coordinating 
duvet, maybe a light shade and my candles. Then I‘d go into my ensuite and have my 
shower and I’d have my towels. Oh God! I’d have all my accessories, maybe holders for 
my toothbrushes. Then I’d go down to my kitchen and I’d have stem vases in various 
colours ... I’d have them coordinated. Then in my back room I’d have a nice table and I 
would have it all done in Orla Kiely. Oh Jesus stop … Maybe carpet, maybe a big stem 
rug, something like that.    
While not shown here, in her interview Niamh often becomes quite enthused about Orla Kiely 
to the point where she swears repeatedly. When describing this wish list in the above extract, 
she gets so excited that her voice becomes quite high-pitched. In this narrative Niamh details 
how she would decorate her home with Orla Kiely. She states that she would use the stem as 
the main visual element. She would then have duvet, light shade and candle to match. She 
would have towels and bathroom accessories in the ensuite. Downstairs she would have vases, 
a table and a big stem rug, all in Orla Kiely. Niamh comments that she would not be able to 
afford all of this unless she won the ‘lotto’, as such the desire here is her ‘aspiration for 
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transformation’ if such a thing should happen (Belk et al. 2003, p.347). Woodward (2003, 
p.399) affirms that imagining is important for consumers as it is within that world of fantasy 
that individuals ‘come to define and build up their notion of the ideal.’ Orla Kiely is clearly 
doing this for Niamh. Further, as Figure 7.20 shows Orla Kiely provides dreams for some 
consumers. As Bayles and Orland (1993, p.17) would argue the visual materials here are 
seducing Niamh ‘with their potential’; they ‘cast hints and innuendoes, beckoning … [her] 
fantasies’. Imaginative creation allows her to be adventurous and try new things without any 
fear of consequence (Christensen et al. 2004, p.130). While Jenkins et al. (2011) maintain that 
imagined objects are not desired in and of themselves, and that they are peripheral to the 
individual’s real motives, which is to create social relationships and cultural meaning, it is 
argued here that the object and its aesthetic qualities are indeed central to the imagining. As 
Belk et al. (2003) note, sometimes the object transfix consumers, to the point where their 
objects of desire become spellbinding, motivators for imagining for pleasure (Holbrook 
Hirchman 1982).  
 
                
Figure 7.20 Orla Kiely Dream Kitchen (Source: Twitter, 2014) 
 
 
The participants above discuss their Orla Kiely wish lists and fantasies related to items they are 
yet to possess. In this next extract Emily reveals how imagining can still occur during the 
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purchase experience and also after. Here she describes a fond memory she has of when she first 
gifted an Orla Kiely bag to her daughter Lauren.  
I remember bringing Lauren into Brown Thomas and it was a nerve wracking experience 
for her … I was relieved when she wanted Orla Kiely, but I mean there would have been 
a limit on what she could get when I said, ‘A designer handbag of your choice’ … She 
looked at Gucci etc. We looked at everything, because that's the way we were fixed at that 
time. She tried them on but she kept coming back to this beautiful brown leather Orla Kiely 
bag … There was really so much thought and trying it, by looking in the mirror.  
In this extract Emily is describing how they first scanned the store to properly assess all of the 
bags on offer. Emily mentions that Lauren kept coming back to Orla Kiely. She recalls that the 
experience involved much looking, trying on, and looking again before the final decision was 
made. Here it can be assumed that Lauren is imagining herself as the owner of the bag and is 
trying the bag on so as to see what it looks like on her. Once the bag has been purchased Emily 
further describes how Lauren was imagining different scenarios with the bag as the centre of 
focus. 
 
It was such a big event and when we brought it home, and before I hid it away for Christmas, 
she kept putting it down beside the side of the sofa to see how it looked ... You know, 
‘How does it look there when you drop it?’… You know, when you go to visit someone 
and you drop your handbag beside the sofa or whatever. That’s when I notice people’s 
handbags and go ‘Oh that’s a nice one’. 
Here Emily is explaining how they were testing to see how the bag would look in a ‘real life’ 
situation. The sofa is a place that handbags are often laid next to. Lauren wanted to see how 
the bag typically looked beside one. In her interview she explains that she would lay it down 
beside the couch, walk back a few feet and look at the entire image before her to see how it 
looked before she made her final decision. As Arnheim (1986) would claim, she is using her 
higher faculty to shape the information. She is organising the information in her mind to make 
sure it relays the right message. As Lauren is thinking through and imagining situations she 
will find herself in she is demonstrating some aspects of critical visual thinking and visual 
reasoning (Avgerinou 2007). As stated above, she is engaging in this activity to make plans for 
future use (Christensen et al. 2004). Holbrook and Hirschman (1982, p.137) state that ‘one’s 
purchase decision is obviously only a small component in the constellation of events involved 
in the overall consumption experience.’ This narrative demonstrates the lengthy process that 
goes into buying Lauren’s Christmas present. For Lauren this was a big decision. Thus, in order 
to reach the point where she was comfortable with her choice, she needed to really look, and 
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assess it both in store and in the everyday situations it may be found. Imagining uses for it and 
looking at it from a number of angles in various situations empowered her to be more confident 
in the judgement she made (Schifferstein and Cleiren 2005). Moreover, it assists her to justify 
that decision (McCabe and Nowlis 2003). Imagining plays an important role here, as it is in 
her mind eye that she can see its potential.  
 
This section has considered some of the ways the participants fantasise and imagine images 
they can construct using Orla Kiely. This next section examines how the participants actually 
construct them. Visual literacy is the ability to construct and interpret images. As such this 
latter part of the chapter explores the visual literacy of the participants by examining how they 
construct and interpret images for the purpose of visual communication, self-expression and 
aesthetic enjoyment. 
 
7.7 Constructing Images  
Dondis (1973) contends that composition is the most crucial step in visual problem solving. 
She claims that it is at this stage of thought that the visual communicator has the most control 
over their work. This section examines how the participants carefully consider various visual 
elements in the construction of their outfits. It demonstrates their awareness of visual language 
and visual meaning.  
 
7.7.1 Outfits 
Here describing how she constructs her outfit Molly explains: 
I would definitely think about what I will wear to go with the bag … So I would say, 
‘Tonight I’m going to wear this one,’ and I’d plan and go backwards then … I’d be thinking, 
‘If I go for the red bag,’ I have to think, ‘Ok I have a lovely little multi-coloured top that 
actually goes really nice with it.’ So you know, black jeans, a multi-coloured top, a nice 
multi-coloured bag and a long black coat. Lovely. Sorted. 
While an earlier section above outlined how the participants were thinking about constructing 
images with products they did not yet have, this extract differs in that the participant is 
describing the conceptualisation of an image using materials she does have. Rather than 
imagining and fantasising, here she is visualising and strategically constructing an image, 
which also demonstrates her visual literacy. She is creating the image in her mind purposefully 
so as to convey a particular message, or to possibly demonstrate that she knows how to put an 
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outfit together in a visually pleasing manner. As mentioned earlier, Molly specifically states 
that she is not ‘into brands’. However, she does claim to be into colour. This extract shows that 
Molly considers colour when she is constructing her outfit for the day. She also reveals that 
she uses the Orla Kiely bag as a starting point for this process. In a similar fashion, Meli here 
explains how she creates her visual to suit her Orla Kiely handbag: 
Straight away and from the minute I put it on my shoulder I would actually be coordinating 
my outfit around the handbag … Like I was in Dublin last week and I was going to go for 
the day shopping. I put on a pattern t-shirt and I then I went to get my bag to go out the 
door. I thought, ‘Oh no that doesn't go.’ So I changed my top before I changed my handbag. 
So then I had just put a plain t-shirt with it … I was ruling my wardrobe and my outfit of 
the day based on the handbag I have on my shoulder … So it’s kind of funny. I would have 
never done that before until I started buying the Orla Kiely stuff. 
Here Meli demonstrates that she is aware of visual balance, and how some patterns and colour 
combinations work together and some do not. She discloses here that in this instance she is 
allowing the bag’s aesthetic to be the primary focus and as such she wears a plain t-shirt with 
it. These narratives show that Orla Kiely is the central visual element in the images these 
women composed. She is describing how she coordinates the visual ‘around’ the Orla Kiely 
handbag. Here describing another occasion, Meli reveals how matching colour is important to 
her when she is creating an outfit: 
I just wore a beige scarf with it, with boots. So it all kind of matched in nicely together. 
People commented on the fact that I was so well coordinated. They were like, ‘Oh my God 
did you do that on purpose,’ and I said, ‘Yeah actually I did!’ 
 
Here Meli establishes that she carefully constructs this outfit to look well-coordinated. Her 
intent here is deliberate (Avgerinou 1997). Most of the participants demonstrated their 
knowledge of visual language throughout their interviews. Like Molly and Meli above, the 
others commented on how they used colours and patterns in conjunction with Orla Kiely to 
create what they thought was a balanced or successful image. Throughout this research, I 
observed many consumers who seemed to also be in tune with this line of visual thinking. 
There seemed to be an obvious display of colour consideration when using Orla Kiely. As seen 
below in Figures 7.21 and Figure 7.22 the Orla Kiely handbags are worn with plain colours 
that feature in the bags. The wearers seem to be picking colours in the Orla Kiely bag and 




     
Figure 7.21 Observations of Orla Kiely  (Source: Authors own photograph 2013) 
 
     
Figure 7.22 Observations of Orla Kiely  (Source: Authors own photograph 2013) 
 
The left image of Figure 7.21 shows more mustard and black clothing matching mustard and 
black bag. In the right image it appears that the lady picked up on the blue and grey tones in 
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the bag and wore them in a pants and jacket. In the image on the left of Figure 7.22 the lady is 
wearing the same colour red shoes and coat that are in her handbag. The image on the right 
shows a lady wearing a mustard coloured top and jacket and black pants. Again all colours that 
feature in her handbag. 
 
Emily, the interior designer, is well used to visual composition and is also extremely aware of 
the effects of visual language and design elements. Here she reveals how she applies her 
aesthetic knowledge to composing an outfit with one of her Orla Kiely handbags: 
 
The one I bought for myself is the emerald green one. I did start putting an emerald green 
scarf or a ribbon around my waist … I would wear it eclectically as well but I don’t like to 
have anything matching anyway … It’s nice to throw it off ... There is an art to putting 
clothes together … so the Orla Kiely handbag might be the last piece that can throw things 
off.  
While in the first part of this extract she mentions how she matched a green scarf with her green 
handbag, she then explains that she does not like to match things and likes eclectic 
combinations that purposefully ‘throw it off’. While this may seem contradictory, it is actually 
showing that Emily is aware of the traditional ‘rules’ of visual composition, i.e. using similar 
colours to balance an image, and also her confidence in being a bit more expressive and not 
following those rules. It demonstrates that she is confident in creating visual statements. This 
extract reveals aspects of Emily’s self-image. She explains here that there is an art to putting 
outfits together well, which would imply that she sees herself as having that ability. 
 
Even though the other participants do not work as visual professionals like Emily, some also 
commented on how they too, like to avoid conventional expectations. Maria confirms that when 
it comes to Orla Kiely things ‘don't have to match.’ She claims that the designs are ‘so attractive 
on their own that it doesn't matter what you put them with.’ Here Amy similarly reveals that 
while she normally likes to match everything in her wardrobe, Orla Kiely has inspired her to 
be a bit more expressive: 
I like matching. You should see my wardrobe. I have the same colour hangers with the 
same coloured clothes. I’m quite organised in that sense but I kind of like the fact that the 
bags don't necessarily go with anything … There are so many different colours in them. 
So you’re never going to match them to an outfit unless, as I said, jeans and a plain coloured 
t-shirt … I suppose I like the fact that they are so non-matching because I am such a matchy 
person … I think there’s something different and more expressive about choosing to put a 
mad-ish handbag with whatever you’re wearing.  
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While being able to construct images confidently when elements do not ‘match’ is an indication 
of Amy’s confidence in her ability to do it well, this extract reveals more about the message 
she is trying to communicate. Amy identifies herself as a ‘matchy’ person. Nevertheless, Orla 
Kiely is facilitating her self-expression; another side of her that is a little more colourful or 
different. In this instance the visual language in the design is being used to communicate 
another side of her that people may not know. Here Orla Kiely affords her the confidence to be 
a bit ‘mad-ish’.  
 
Lisa was not so comfortable with being expressive and explains here how she considers how 
the overall image will look depending on the pattern and colours being used: 
One particular jacket I have … It’s sort of check and has navies and browns ... It is very 
distinctive but I would only ever wear that with a pair of navy trousers or jeans. So that 
would be ‘the piece’. Everything else would be toned down. And again I would have the 
Orla Kiely bag on the shoulder … So I think balance definitely.  
While this extract reveals that Lisa prefers to go for safer options when composing her outfit, 
it also demonstrates that she carefully considers visual language and design principles such as 
balance, in her visual composition. Lisa mentions ‘the piece’, which illustrates that she likes to 
wear a signature piece to catch the viewer’s eye. As such she tones down the rest of her outfit 
to let that stand out. This is in line with traditional aesthetics where the beautiful piece of art is 
given space for its appreciation. Or as stated earlier, Lisa is making ‘the piece’ the centre of 
focus in the image she is creating. 
 
Lauren also carefully considers composition in her outfits, though for different reasons to Lisa. 
Here Lauren discloses that the reason she considers what she wears with Orla Kiely is so she 
can do the bag justice: 
Every time I wear my Orla Kiely bags I match them to an outfit. I would never walk out 
in a tracksuit or a pair of scruff runners with it... I would always match it, with like a nice 
outfit… making the most of it… I would change my bag if I am going to be going out 
walking because it just looks ridiculous. Why would you do that? I just think it brings it 
down so much.  
As seen from this extract, Lauren’s composition considerations lie with doing visual justice to 
the handbag rather than her worrying about what other people think. She later reveals that she 
would often dress it up and wear it to ‘gigs’ so that she could show it off. Lauren considers her 
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Orla Kiely bags as special and therefore, wears them accordingly. In this instance, Lauren is 
displaying her appreciation for Orla Kiely as an aesthetic object that should be displayed in an 
appropriate manner. As we know Lauren was brought up in a home that has an appreciation 
for art and design. Thus, this could be the reason why she is so careful about how it looks in 
the image she creates. While Cassidy and Knowlton (1983) argue that visual abilities are innate, 
it is suggested here that they are also learned (Avgerinou 2011). Lauren may have a natural 
interest in art and design however; she appears to have also developed a skilled level of visual 
literacy through her active engagement with the visual world that includes her creating and 
styling her own outfits.  
 
This section has highlighted the participants’ visual literacy. It shows their skills as they deploy 
visual literacy to construct images. As seen here the participants are aware of visual language 
and visual conventions. This next section explores how other consumers demonstrate similar 
skills as they create photographs using Orla Kiely. As seen here, visual composition is integral. 
The individuals here demonstrate their carefully consideration of Orla Kiely and how it should 
be presented in the image frame. 
 
7.7.2 Photographs 
While studying Orla Kiely, the consumers’ consideration of visual language, visual elements 
and visual composition seemed quite apparent, particularly on online forums such as Pinterest 
and Instagram. These social media sites appear to have become an online gallery for consumers 
to communicate to other consumer (Mangold and Faulds 2009). They are using Orla Kiely for 
an extensive catalogue of strategically taken photographs. On Instagram, for example, there are 
quite a number of images of Orla Kiely products that appear to be deliberately presented in a 
certain way within the frame of the photograph. Furthermore, many of the ‘postees’ use visual 
effects made available by the Instagram app to create different visual effects. Photographs in 
this instance are used, not to record, but to represent the world in the manner consumers have 
learned to show it (Scott 1994). These images demonstrate consumers have become active 
producers of images, as they make decisions about what is worth photographing; they classify, 
compose, click and then edit (Schroeder 1998, p.5). These images reflect their choice of subject 
selected ‘from an infinity of other possible sights’ (Berger 1972, p.3). It demonstrates their 
visual literacy and knowledge of visual vocabulary and design principles. As seen in Figure 
7.23 below, one individual has posted that she is unwell. The image she shows has been taken 
248 
 
in a room with soft lighting due to the curtains being pulled. The image indicates that she is 
under the Orla Kiely blanket taking the photograph. The atmosphere is accentuated by the use 
of a filter offered by this app. The right image of Figure 7.23 show how Orla Kiely boxes seem 
to be strategically placed in the picture to create a centre of interest, a design technique used to 
draw focus to one aspect of the picture. The left image of Figure 7.24 shows something similar. 
The right image of Figure 7.24 then shows how the three objects are placed to create a visual 
line that guides the eye from the bottom right to the middle left and back to the top right of the 
image. Figure 7.25 show a photograph composition that is similar to that of a still life painting. 
As seen here the vase and cat are of similar colour and both are parallel and standing tall. This 
composition creates balance in the image. As seen here, the colours in the Orla Kiely ceramic 
jar are seen throughout the rest of the composition, i.e. in the flowers and other accompanying 
homewares. The orange in the Orla Kiely jar connects to the jug and up to the flowers, possibly 




    




   









Other visual techniques such as cropping can be seen to be used to bring focus to Orla Kiely 
shoes in the left image of Figure 7.26 and both images in Figure 7.27. In the right image in 
Figure 7.26 the Orla Kiely shoes are being displayed against a white background to bring them 
to the fore, making them the figure to the white ground (in line with the Gestalt principle of 
figure/ground).  Also note how the yellow shoes in Figure 7.27 are photographed on top of a 
yellow fire hydrant cover, bringing out the yellow colour in the shoes.  
 
 
      
Figure 7.26 Orla Kiely featuring in social media post (Source: Twitter, 2015) 
 
     




The image on the left in Figure 7.28 also shows associations being made between the colours 
in the Orla Kiely mug and the balls of wool in the box. The image on the right in Figure 7.31 
shows shape associations being made between the buttons on the shoes and the smarties on the 
mug. Lastly, Figures 7.29-7.31 show examples of one blogger who often photograph her Orla 
Kiely bags beside food and drink of similar colours. These images demonstrate her ability to 
make colour associations. 
 
  

















Knowing how to use visual language for the purpose of communication is important for any 
individual constructing images. It is actually a skill of a visual literate individual (Avgerinou 
2007). Debes (1969b) contends that the purpose of visual literacy is to construct images for the 
purpose of visual communication. Avgerinou (1997) adds that expression and aesthetic 
enjoyment are also intended. Considering this, it should be highlighted that visual language is 
used differently depending on the intention. Visual language can be used representationally 
symbolically and abstractly (Dondis 1973). This next section further explores visual 
communication through the participant’s use of visual language in these ways and for the 
intentions mentioned above. To begin, the participants describe how they contemplate how 
Orla Kiely will fit with the statement they want to make on that particular day in that certain 
context. 
 
7.8 Imaging the Self  
In their interviews, some of the participants spoke about certain experiences where they used 
Orla Kiely to represent them. Here Rebecca explains how she thinks about how her handbag 
will represent her on a particular day:  
I think a handbag is a big statement … It encapsulates the personality of the wearer. I think 
you have to be careful when you choose a handbag because it does, for me, it says, ‘Ok 
this is the way I am today.’ You know. So I would think about it. Like, ‘Ok I’m going to a 
business meeting; I’ll wear this handbag’ … I tend to think about things the night before 
… what do I want to represent today? You know. ‘Am I the fun student, or am I the … 
yummy mummy look?’ 
In this narrative Rebecca claims that a handbag is a big statement. Therefore, she argues that is 
must be considered and must be fit for purpose. Rebecca chooses her handbag depending on 
where she is going and what she is doing. Earlier in her interview Rebecca reveals that she does 
not feel that Orla Kiely is an appropriate aesthetic in a male dominated corporate culture. She 
claims that to be taken seriously in that environment she must wear suits, high heels and a plain 
handbag to match. While Rebecca describes Orla Kiely as fun, she argues that sometimes it 
can be too much fun. Here she recalls a time when she saw an Orla Kiely bag she wanted but 
did not buy it: 
I saw a hard back long travel case, and I was like, ‘Oh that's nice’… but I wouldn't buy it 
because a lot of my travelling is for work, and with very serious senior management. I just 
don't think they’d take me seriously … I am very aware of the impression … So that's why 
I didn't buy it at the time … and I really liked it.  
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Slater (1997, p.30) likens the modern world to a fancy dress party where ‘identities are designed, 
tried on and worn for the evening and then traded in for the next.’ McCracken (1986, p.73) 
reminds us that individuals persistently ‘play out’ explicit distinctions, ‘so that the world they 
create is consistent with the world they imagine.’ Rebecca further explains: 
I didn't want to stand out from the crowd and that's a really sad way to live your life and 
that's why I made the decision to leave … Now I’m ready to bring more fun back into my 
life so I might just buy that suitcase. 
Material objects are an important way individuals communicate with others (Wattanasuwan 
2005). As Rebecca discloses here, she feels that Orla Kiely is too bright for the corporate world 
she was in. However, as the last extract reveals now that she is out of that world she is ready 
for more fun and feels that Orla Kiely will help her communicate that new message. She has 
left the corporate world with a sense of freedom and is ready to participate in her own personal 
creative revolution. For Amy, Orla Kiely is an extension of the self she identifies with at present. 
For Amy, the Orla Kiely she is presently using is not being used to communicate fun. She 
divulges: 
I find I’m using that one a lot recently. I suppose being on maternity leave … I’m stuck in 
a tracksuit phase at the moment. I’m at home all the time. I haven’t gotten my baby weight 
off, so I’m not in the market for buying clothes at the moment. I suppose its just, maybe 
it's a reflection of how I am feeling at the moment. I’m feeling less out there … So I 
suppose that's more of a sedate bag for me at the moment. 
Earlier Amy had revealed that she likes to wear mad-ish bags so that she can be expressive. 
Here however, she explains that the bag she is using at the moment is representative of her 
feelings toward her postpartum body. She states that she is feeling ‘less out there’, which seems 
to indicate she is not in the mood to be expressive with her brighter coloured bags at the moment. 
As mentioned previously, there is a strong correlation between colour and emotion (Hoyer and 
Stokburger Sauer 2011). This narrative confirms that Amy associates ‘sedate’ colours with her 
muted attitude. 
 
For Molly, Orla Kiely communicates her appropriated trendiness. She states: 
I just love it when people are glancing … It makes me feel a bit trendy you know … that 
I’m pretty funky, which I’m not really. It's a bit sad because I’m one of the most unfunky 
people. But maybe this is a part of me pretending that I am some way funky and trendy. 
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Unlike these participants who are using the visual language of Orla Kiely to represent their 
more fun side, or to represent their feelings and borrowed personalities, Diana’s primary 
concern is how Orla Kiely represents her symbolically. She continually mentions how she is 
extremely concerned about the statement the bag makes about her monetary status. However, 
she also reveals that this concern is only relating to one particular context. Diana is a mature 
student and feels that wearing Orla Kiely in college would give her fellow students the wrong 
impression of her. According to Diana, while Orla Kiely represents her upper middle class 
identity appropriately outside of the school gate, in college that status symbol is inappropriate. 
She explains that in college she wants to fit in. As such when going there she intentionally 
leaves her bag at home as she feels it would convey the wrong message. She explains here: 
College is a very different role … I am going to be very blunt … I went in as a mature 
student and it was very daunting. I didn't want to stand out. I wanted to fit in … I don't 
want them thinking I am an Orla Kiely person. I don't want them thinking I am posh. I 
don't want them thinking I have money. I don't want them thinking I am above them… No, 
I know I’m not above them but I don't want them thinking that I think I am above them. 
Does that make sense? ... 100% I don't think that I am above them because I have an Orla 
Kiely handbag … I don't want to come across full of shit … It’s ok for me to feel like that 
when I am with my own group, my circle of friends, ‘cause they know that I’m not. 
Diana is uncomfortable with bringing her Orla Kiely bag to college because she feels that the 
meanings attached to the bag will give her fellow students the wrong impression of her. 
Products communicate messages (Murdoch and Flurscheim 1983) and in this case, Diana 
believes that message would convey is that she is ‘full of shit.’ While Ilmonen (2004) asserts 
that goods offer the means to make social distinctions. In college Diana does not want to make 
that statement or social distinction. 
 
Other participants do rely on those distinctions and use the meanings attached to the Orla Kiely 
visual for intentional visual communication. As Maria now explains, she used an Orla Kiely 
handbag strategically to try and sell her apartment: 
When I was trying to sell my apartment … I knew there was a girl coming round, so I had 
it positioned in the bedroom … I was thinking, ‘If she had any taste she would want the 
flat because of the bag,’ and she did. She put an offer in. The only person that did … It’s 
the little visual things like that, that makes you think, ‘Oh this person’s got good taste. I 
could live there. That's the life I want.’ So yeah, you think, stick your Orla Kiely stuff out 
when you are doing your showings and you attract a certain kind of person. 
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Here Maria is making an association between Orla Kiely and a life that people may want. While 
buying an apartment is a big investment for anyone, Maria believes that a bag can make the 
difference between someone buying the apartment or not. Realistically, a handbag is unlikely 
to be the reason someone would put in an offer. In stating that, the woman did make an offer 
on the apartment. As such, this bag could have carried meaning for the viewer and may have 
helped her to visualise the kind of life she would have in that apartment. Maria contends that it 
is the ‘visual things’ that give the right impression.  
 
 
Figure 7.32 Orla Kiely featured on eBay (Source: eBay, 2014) 
 
As seen in Figures 7.32-7.34, online consumers appear to be leveraging the brand and its 
associated meanings for similar purposes. Figure 7.32 shows an eBay advert featuring a baby 
car seat for sale. Behind it Orla Kiely wallpaper stands out in the background. Curious as to 
whether this Stokke car seat was intentionally placed in front of the wallpaper I emailed the 
seller. This was the response given: 
Whilst going through the final ‘nesting’ stage, my wife decided to redecorate. She is an 
Orla Kiely fan and chose different colours and sizes of the stem design to brighten up our 
house. We decided to sell the item listed on eBay. My wife Susannah (this is all about 
Susannah) firmly believes that people buy other people’s lifestyles and decided that picture 





The response given here indicates that Maria above is not the only consumer trying to sell 
something by using the cultural codes associated with Orla Kiely. As seen from this reply there 
is a perception that people buy other people’s lifestyles. Furthermore, the Stokke brand is at a 
similar price positioning to Orla Kiely. Thus, one brand appears to be reinforcing the other’s 
message, further confirming the social class of the buyer. Schroeder (1998, p.3) affirms that 
‘identity construction is a central motivating force in consumer behaviour.’ He asserts that 
photographs are ‘documents of identification’ and are an important representational practice 
consumers use to exemplify their life stories. Thus, he claims that photography then is a critical 
medium for them to represent, form and maintain their identity. By using Orla Kiely 
strategically as a backdrop for the for-sale items this eBay seller is communicating an 




Figure 7.33 Orla Kiely featured on eBay (Source: eBay, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 7.33 above also shows an eBay advert featuring Orla Kiely wallpaper. In this image the 
item for sale is it a Stokke high chair. While an attempt was made to clarify the intention, no 
reply was received. However, the Tripp Trapp highchair retails at €182 and the cushion on the 
highchair is an expensive accessory retailing at around €40. Stokke consumers would be aware 
of this high-level pricing. There is a strong association between Orla Kiely and mothers 
potentially due to the baby-changing bag brought out by the brand a number of years ago. 
Lastly, Figure 7.34 then shows a John Lewis tray for sale with 2 Orla Kiely mugs on top. 
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However, the mugs are not for sale. John Lewis is a department store known for selling high-
end brands. Thus, there is another association being made between those brands. Schroeder 
(1998, p.41) claims that often images like this are a reflection of the best representation, chosen 
by the person taking the photograph, in their attempt to best represent ‘reality’. This 
demonstrates that the mugs are being used in an artful manner to enhance the aesthetic of the 
tray. In order for these adverts to ‘work’, they require interpretation skills of the viewer and 
their ability to associate the symbolic image with its intended meaning. This requires 
knowledge (Clarke 1998), in this case that is knowledge of the symbolic meanings associated 




Figure 7.34 Orla Kiely featured on eBay (Source: eBay, 2014) 
 
 
These examples demonstrate an important skill of the visual literate individual - that is, 
knowledge of visual vocabulary and visual conventions (Avgerinou 2007). As such this section 
introduces how these consumers deploy visual literacy in their use of visual language. It also 
demonstrates how they think visually and consider visual composition as they create images 
for the purpose of communicating intentional messages to others. While visual communication 
can be socially strategic, it can also be self-expressive and for some consumers it is a way for 
them to play around with their own idea of what an image should look like. In Chapter 3 the 
term design-in-practice (Kimbell 2009) was briefly mentioned to allude to the idea that once 
consumers appropriate objects they are free to continue the design practice started in the design 
studio. This next section is suggestive of such activity and explores how some consumers 
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observed online re-imagine Orla Kiely designs in what appears to be their own form of self-
expression. While Orla Kiely take great care in designing and producing quality products in a 
manner that is consistent with its brand style, for some consumers that want to become part of 
the design process, the product created by the brand is seen as just a tool to help them create 
their own versions.  
 
7.9 Re-Imagining  
Orla Kiely puts great effort and skill into designing and producing high quality goods for 
consumers. While for most, the products are suitable for use as is; there are however, some 
consumers that are eager to show their interest and admiration for Orla Kiely by re-designing 
it. This section examines a number of visual literacy skills mentioned in Avgerinou’s visual 
literacy index (2001) - visual reconstruction and the reconstruction of meaning. Paul, the visual 
artist and art lecturer explains that having visual skills gives him the ability to construct 
interesting images: 
I would have knowingness about things, you know, like in terms of visual literacy… I 
would understand. I would do certain things to make things attractive, to make things more 
interesting. 
As will be demonstrated below some consumers wish to be part of the design process. In this 
co-creative process the consumer becomes a co-designer per se. Here they change the visual of 
the objects to better suit their intentions and possibly make them more interesting. In this 
instance the purpose seems to be to create their own design objects. Here Orla Kiely becomes 
just one of the mediums used in the creative process and the visual elements they use to enhance 
their own creations. As these consumers engage with these objects they are framing their own 
aesthetic experience as they see fit (Saito 2007). Below examples are given of design-in-
practice, where the consumer continues the design process (Kimbell 2009). As only one of the 
participants, Meli, had mentioned her interest in re-designing Orla Kiely (claiming that she had 
once wanted to buy material to create handmade cushions and framed prints), the examples 
given are those observed online. Figure 7.35 depicts 2 staircases that were seen on different 
Pinterest pages. Figure 7.36 shows two images, one of an Orla Kiely inspired embroidery phone 
cover and the other an Orla Kiely inspired embroidery hoop. Figure 7.37 below shows Orla 
Kiely wallpaper designs framed and for sale on Etsy. Figure 7.38 shows a handmade cushion 
for sale on eBay. Here Orla Kiely wallpaper was used to add pattern, colour and print to the 
front facing stair panels. Figure 7.39 shows how Orla Kiely patterns are being used to create 
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the icing on cupcakes. Figure 7.40 and Figure 7.41 show various consumers using Orla Kiely 
prints as inspiration for nail art. In Figure 7.42 Orla Kiely material pieces are being used as part 
of handmade dolls. Figure 7.43 has two images; the one on the left is described as Orla Kiely 
inspired toilet roll art. The image on the right shows a collage constructed in the shape of the 
Orla Kiely stem design. Figure 7.44 on the left shows a birthday card for sale on eBay that uses 
the Orla Kiely stem design on its front. On the right is a handmade post-it dispenser. Figure 
7.45 shows Orla Kiely being used to cover an Ikea chair for sale on eBay. Figure 7.46 shows 
Shabby Chic UK’s furniture restoration using Orla Kiely designs. Figure 7.47 shows similar 
pieces done by other individuals: one being painted chairs and the other a wardrobe featuring 




      







Figure 7.36 Orla Kiely inspired phone cover; embroidery hoop on Etsy (Source: Etsy, 2014) 
 
  
Figure 7.37 Orla Kiely inspired picture frames (Source: Etsy, 2014) 
 
 





       
Figure 7.39 Orla Kiely inspired cupcakes (Source: Pinterest, 2014) 
 
     
Figure 7.40 Nail art inspired by Orla Kiely (Source: Pinterest, 2014) 
  




     
Figure 7.42 Orla Kiely handmade dolls style (Source: Buymodernbaby.com, 2014) 
 
      
Figure 7.43 Orla Kiely inspired toilet roll art; Orla Kiely inspired notebook (Source: Pinterest, 2014) 
 
    





Figure 7.45 Orla Kiely inspired chair (Source: eBay, 2014)  
 
     
Figure 7.46 Shabby Chic UK Orla Kiely dresser; bedside table (Source: Esty, 2015) 
 
   













       
 
Figure 7.50 Orla Kiely inspired baby pillow; Orla Kiely inspired bunting (Source: Etsy, 2015) 
 
    
Figure 7.51 Orla Kiely inspired dog accessories; Orla Kiely music box (Source: Twitter, Etsy, 2015) 
 
  




Figure 7.49 shows a caravan that has been decorated with Orla Kiely wallpaper. Figure 7.50 
there is a breastfeeding pillow made from Orla Kiely material, and on the right there is paper 
bunting made out of Orla Kiely cards. The image on the left of Figure 7.51 displays a collection 
of homemade Orla Kiely dog accessories. Figure 7.51 is a photograph of a music box featuring 
the Orla Kiely print. The image on the left of Figure 7.52 shows Orla Kiely inspired Christmas 
lights and the image on the right shows an Orla Kiely print being used to make coasters. 
 
Campbell (2005, p.27) explains that craft means to ‘make or fashion with skill, especially by 
hand.’ He affirms it typically involves products that are designed and made by the same person. 
‘Craft consumption’ then is where the consumer brings skill and knowledge, together with their 
desire for creative self-expression to design products (2005, p.23). In this ‘craft activity,’ the 
individual exercises control over the consumption process by designing the object reflective of 
their personal style and choose the materials it is to be made from (Campbell 2005). Campbell 
notes that these ‘ensemble-style products’ often contain mass-produced items that become the 
raw materials used for these new products. As seen from the images above some consumers 
use original Orla Kiely products, e.g. bedding and stationary as the raw materials for their craft. 
Others appropriate design elements and create items with them as a central feature. These 
consumers can also be viewed as ‘do-it-yourself practitioners,’ who according to Rosner and 
Bean (2009), tinker and customise mass-produced products in a form of brand hacking that 
typically plays on the strengths of the object. Knott (2011) would describe them as prosumers 
or consumers-as-designers, the professional producer consumer (Jones 2011). For the Orla 
Kiely craft consumer the strength of the object is its visual qualities. As seen above it is the 
design motifs and colours that are being used to re-imagine Orla Kiely. Thus, they are not 
customisations but craft consumptions. As previously stated, Orla Kiely has a large following 
of loyal consumers who are eager to engage with the brand in many ways. Design-in-practice 
is just one way that this engagement takes form. The images above establish that consumers 
are proud of their design outcomes, so much so that they are sharing their creativity online 
(Rosner and Bean 2009). Sites such as Etsy facilitate the exhibition of such craft consumption 
works. As consumers do this, they are co-creating the Orla Kiely brand culture (Zhiyan et al. 
2013). Hackers are inspired by the brand design aesthetic and often appropriate the meaning 
attached (Rosner and Bean 2009). Here consumers are engaging with craft, a key value of Orla 
Kiely’s ethos. They are deploying visual literacy in their own way, so as to express themselves 
and their own ideas. Craft consumption is clearly an important aspect of the consumption 
experience for consumers that are involved in the brand’s culture. While some companies 
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stimulate and welcome such creativity (Knott 2011), at present Orla Kiely does not. Kiely, in 
her interview, seemed displeased with her designs being used in ways that she could not control. 
This is understandable however, considering Kiely as an artist. As Preece and Kerrigan (2015) 
state her products are an expression of her personal creativity, a part of the self. As such loss 
of control in this manner could be traumatic. Nevertheless, Kiely should appreciate it for what 
it is; a form of flattery. While Orla Kiely nurtures collective creativity within the organisation, 
they should also nurture this social creativity as a way of developing the brand identity and 
gaining success in the marketplace (Rodner and Kerrigan 2014). Clearly consumers want to be 
a part of the design process, even if it is not of an Orla Kiely standard. While many do not 
reflect the brand’s heritage and values for quality design, nevertheless, these consumers are 
engaging with the brand and helping to co-create the brand culture (O’Reilly 2005) through 
design-in-practice (Kimbell 2009).  
 
   
Figure 7.53 Orla Kiely advert; Twitter post (Source: Orla Kiely; Twitter, 2015) 
 
               





Figure 7.55 Avril Kelly Orla Kiely London Fashion Week AW11 (Source: Amelia’s Magazine, 2011) 
 
       
Figure 7.56 Yelena Bryksenkova Orla Kiely London Fashion Week SS14 (Source: Amelia’s Magazine, 2013) 
 
 
Consumers re-imagine Orla Kiely in other ways also. As seen in Figure 7.53 the woman at 
Polka dot Pink has photographed herself wearing an Orla Kiely dress in a field of daisies. This 
self-made advert for the brand appears to be re-imagining the professionally shot advert by 
Orla Kiely seen to the left of that image. Figure 7.54, Figure 7.55 and Figure 7.56 below show 
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images created by artists that featured on a blog called Emilia’s Magazine. These are images 
that were created after Orla Kiely’s London Fashion Week exhibits in AW11, AW13 and SS14. 
Here the illustrators are re-imagining their experience of the Orla Kiely fashion shows. 
 
These brand followers are co-authors of the brand story (Holt 2002). While Schroeder et al. 
(2015, p.8) might argue these activities are the deployment of ‘creative brand literacy’ it is 
suggested here that this is simply an example of how consumers deploy creative visual literacy. 
While the above images demonstrate how consumers re-imagine Orla Kiely to create their own 
versions of branded objects, there is another form of re-imagining occurring in relation to Orla 
Kiely and it is to do with display. It came out in the interviews that many of the participants 
had bought certain Orla Kiely items not for their content but for the container they were in. 
This was common with the brand partnerships e.g. Butler’s Irish Chocolates, Bewleys Tea 
caddy and Douwe Egberts Coffee. When conducting the participant interviews, my Dictaphone 
was kept in an old box that had been the box Orla Kiely designed for its partnership with 
Butler’s Irish Chocolates. Being visible to the participants, it repeatedly came up in 
conversation.  Meli comments: 
If I had a choice of going into Butler’s Irish chocolate shop and buying a plain box or an 
Orla Kiely box I would straight away go for the Orla Kiely box. Straight away, hands down 
there would be no contest … You know what’s funny though, is it’s just a box of chocolates. 
If that was a Butler’s Irish box it would be in the bin. Whereas, I would use the Orla Kiely 
for jewellery or any little bits because it looks nice. You would display it. It's a display box.  
Here Amy explains that she bought the chocolates to get the box:  
When I lived in Dublin this café used to have those boxes … I was walking past and … I 
thought, ‘Oh my God she is doing chocolates’ … That's the only reason I walked in … Just 
to get the box … I use them for storing cards in now … They are on display in the office. 
As these comments emphasise there is enjoyment to be had from a visually attractive product.  
It is clear for these participants that a Butlers Irish Chocolate’s box that features the Orla Kiely 
stem design was fundamental in their purchasing the chocolates. The chocolates in the box are 
secondary to the box designed by Orla Kiely. Furthermore, the aesthetic is so pleasing that they 
have kept the box, using it for storing other items; they keep them on display. Figures 7.57-
7.59 below show how the Douwe Egberts coffee is superfluous to the Orla Kiely jars they come 
in. As seen here comments are left such as ‘finally got rid of the coffee … now I can do 
something’; ‘I don’t even drink instant coffee’ and ‘finally my Orla Kiely jar is empty now I 
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can use it in my workroom’. These images demonstrate that consumers are re-imagining the 




Figure 7.57 Orla Kiely Douwe Egberts jar (Source: Instagram, 2015) 
 
   




   
Figure 7.59 Orla Kiely Douwe Egberts jar (Source: Facebook, Twitter, 2015) 
 
In this next section the participants’ appreciation for the design aesthetic is examined to see 
how they display Orla Kiely for the purpose of aesthetic enjoyment. 
 
7.10 Display  
As mentioned in the earlier part of this chapter, Orla Kiely’s aesthetic is an important if not 
fundamental aspect of the participants’ interest in the brand; product appearance here is a 
significant factor in consumer choice (Bloch 1995, Veryzer 1993, Garber et al. 2000, Creusen 
and Schoormans 2005). In this section the participants share how they use that aesthetic to 
create visual impact in their homes. As Belk (1988) notes that consumers often display the 
products that they find to be aesthetically pleasing. Here it is demonstrated that Orla Kiely 
objects are on display for the purpose of bringing aesthetic enjoyment to the participant in their 
own space. Further revealing to others the objects they perceive to be beautiful (Bloch 1995). 
Speaking about her Orla Kiely stationary Rebecca remarks: 
We moved house there and I have a new home office. So I’ll have all my nice things in 
there … Everything is there where I can see it. I’m very much a visual person. I like to be 
able to see my nice things. 
Wanting to be able to see Orla Kiely in their home, on display, was a common thread 
throughout the interviews. The following extracts reveal how consumers create different 
aesthetics in their everyday lives by styling their home. Enjoyment often comes from the 
feeling of pleasure evoked by a product and thus, consumers can appreciate it for its own sake 
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without any regard for its usefulness (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982). This seems to be the 
case with the Orla Kiely stationary Rebecca displays in her office. She remarks: 
I never use my stationary either by the way, I’m afraid to use it … I have lots of notecards 
… the travel journal. I have lots of books with the elasticated band around them … I don't 
want to waste them, so I like having them … My whole house, my husband always says is 
display only … I’m very much … I like things to stay not tarnished or dirty. So that's why 
I have the stationary and stuff. They are there for aesthetic reasons more than anything.  
Here Rebecca reveals that she likes to look at the objects that she finds to be aesthetically 
pleasing. She discloses that while she has Orla Kiely stationary she does not use it and prefers 
to just display it for aesthetic reasons. This was commonly stated throughout the other 
interviews. Here Amy passes comment on an Orla Kiely bag that is on display in her hallway: 
My husband goes to the gym and uses … I think it’s an Adidas bag. It’s old and the stripes 
are all scuffed off it … I would walk past that if it’s in the hallway and it’s insignificant to 
me. Whereas at the moment actually my Orla Kiely is in the hallway cause I am starting 
swimming at the moment … So the bag is in the hallway ready to go … The bag has been 
packed all week and just sitting there. I suppose I liked packing it. Like part of the fun of 
going swimming has been getting to use my bag … I like it there. Every time I walk past 
it I notice it. Even though it’s in the corner beside the hall door. I just notice it, and it’s 
there, and it’s different, and it stands out. 
Here Amy alludes to the pleasure she is getting from the bag being in her hallway. She claims 
it is different to her husband’s gym bag, which is insignificant. She states that she continually 
notices her Orla Kiely every times she passes it. Likewise, Molly claims that seeing her bags 
on display gives her pleasure. She tells: 
 
I have a little place in my wardrobe … I like to keep them up straight as well, and the ones 
I bought ten years ago I actually keep them flat. I kind of stack them, but I just look after 
them … Every so often I do take them out and look at them, but that's maybe when I’m 
trying to decide what to wear. Like … this morning I opened my wardrobe and they were 
all sitting there and that's what I thought, ‘I’ll use this now, while I walk in. Tonight I’ll 
use this one’… I did pick them up. I did look at them all … I went, ‘They are all lovely’… 
and smiled to myself. You know … my little babies. 
Molly here describes where she keeps her bags and briefly explains that when she is choosing 
which bag to wear, she takes time to appreciate and admire the bags she has in her wardrobe. 
While there is purpose to her looking in the wardrobe, there is also aesthetic enjoyment being 
had. Figure 7.60 below is not an image of Molly’s wardrobe but that of Lauren, another 
participant. Lauren too also spoke about how she minds her Orla Kiely bags and keeps them in 
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her wardrobe for safekeeping. As seen here her Orla Kiely bags are given their own space and 
others are kept in their dust bags.  
 
  
Figure 7.60 Lauren’s wardrobe; Lisa’s hat stand (Source: Author’s own photograph; Lisa’s photograph, 2013) 
 
In this extract Lisa also reveals that she too has a storage area in her home that gives her a 
pleasurable aesthetic experience when she engages with it:  
 
The hat stand in my spare bedroom … all my bags are hanging on the hat stand. You can 
immediately see it when you walk into the room … So now I see them every time I go into 
the room and that kind of cheers me up as well. Even if I don’t have the bag with me on a 
daily basis, when I go into this room I see all my bags on display more or less … People 
comment on it all the time. It’s a guest bedroom. So immediately you get people saying, 
‘That’s a really good idea and you get to appreciate them.’ 
This extracts shows how Lisa appreciates the aesthetic of her bags on display. She mentions 
that when she goes into the room the bags cheer her up. The photograph on the right of Figure 
7.60 is a picture of Lisa’s hat stand, the one she often goes into the spare room to look at. In 
this space there is value and aesthetic enjoyment to be had in simply looking (Creusen and 
Schoormans 2005).  
 
For Emily, an interior designer, aesthetic enjoyment is central to her life. Here she speaks about 
an Orla Kiely dish that her daughter gave her for mother’s day: 
It has to be seen … It’s the only one on view. It’s something that you feel proud of, you 
know … Why do I have it around my home? That’s the kind of visually happy home that 
275 
 
I want to create … It’s like, even if you haven’t baked in two months, you can still smell 
the baking in your house because you think you can. You know what I mean? Because 
there is that homeliness to it … It says, ‘I’m happy or that I want to be happy’. So I want 
to surround myself with happy products. I know nobody is happy all the time but if you 
have that sense of joy, a joyous response to the visual world … You know in that vein; you 
will.  
For Emily the present her daughter gave her is something she is proud to have around her home. 
She states that it represents the happy home she wants to create. When discussing the home 
and its aesthetic, Gullestad (1995, p.320) notes that the home is symbolic in signifying an 
individual’s identity ‘and a whole range of other values.’ Haapala (2005, p.52) claims that the 
space of the everyday is familiar, and in this space everyday objects can give ‘pleasure through 
a kind of a comforting stability through the feeling of being at home.’ For Emily Orla Kiely 
helps her to communicate this feeling of home. 
 
 
     
Figure 7.61 Emily’s Kitchen (Source: Author’s own photograph 2013) 
 
The above sections examined how the participants and other consumers create images for the 
purpose of intentional visual communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. This 
next section considers how the participants deploy visual literacy in the interpretation of images. 
Within this discussion various visual literacy skills can be identified to include: visual 
reasoning, critical viewing, visual association, visual thinking, knowledge of visual vocabulary 




7.11 Seeing Orla 
Visual expertise starts with an individual’s ability to recognise and discriminate visual stimuli. 
The participants each mentioned how they could easily recognise Orla Kiely once they had 
begun engaging with it. As previously mentioned Richard is not a consumer of the brand, 
nonetheless, he discloses: 
I could have told you what that was from the other side of O’Connell Street, for no other 
reason than of course that’s an Orla Kiely. It’s like seeing a can of Coke … that’s definitely 
not Pepsi, cause it’s Coke, you know.  
He continues: 
You could put a Dior thing in front of me and I wouldn’t have a clue. You could put a load 
of brand names but I wouldn’t know the signatures. But her signature is so clean, and so 
simple, and patterned, and repetitive that you kind of go like, ‘What are those?’… It’s 
interesting; Orla Kiely is the only one I know. 
While the first comment suggests that Richard has brand awareness of Orla Kiely the latter 
indicates this is because of its visual signature and not the brand label. As previously mentioned 
Orla Kiely’s visual style, language and aesthetic have become synonymous with the brand and 
are easily recognisable for those who have previously seen it. Rebecca claims: 
You recognise the colours and there is maybe something even subliminal about it. 
Niamh says: 
The stem … you associate it with Orla Kiely. Like when I see the stem, it’s Orla Kiely … 
I just know her. Like if I saw something I would be like, yes that's Orla Kiely.  
Lisa adds:  
I think once you see it, it’s very identifiable. Then you can immediately spot other Orla 
Kiely products. 
When shown the two images in Figure 7.62 Lisa commented that she spotted the Orla Kiely 
instantaneously. Just as with the famed ‘where’s Waldo problem’ consumers appear to be able 
to ‘rapidly learn to search a scene to detect, attend, recognise, and look at a valued target object 




    
Figure 7.62 The Limerick market; Ring of Kerry, 2013 (Source: Author’s own photograph, 2013) 
 
In this next extract Diana illustrates her ability to recognise Orla Kiely instantly just from its 
visual elements. She recalls her husband’s surprise at this ability of hers when he gifted her an 
Orla Kiely purse. She remarks: 
My husband doesn't get it, cause when he bought my purse … I think it was £198 or euro 
at the time. It was the black patent one. It was the really expensive one and ‘Orla Kiely’ 
wasn't even written on the outside of it. Obviously I knew it was ‘Orla Kiely’ cause I saw 
the flower. He said, ‘how do you know that straight away?’ Because when I opened the 
thing I said straight away, ‘Oh an Orla Kiely purse!’ And he was like, ‘How do you know 
it’s an Orla Kiely purse?’ He said he didn't want to buy it in the shop because he didn't 
think it was worth it. But the girl behind the cash register knows me and she said, ‘Diana 
will know straight away that that's an Orla Kiely purse.’ He said, ‘She’s going to kill me. 
She’ll think I bought her nothing.’ So he doesn't get it. 
Here Diana recalls an occasion where her husband bought her an Orla Kiely purse but could 
not see the value in it because it was not branded. However, assured by the sales assistant that 
Diana would know, her husband bought the purse. Diana’s expertise here is demonstrated 
through her ability to recognise Orla Kiely by its visual design from a brief glance. Meli recalls 
a recent encounter that surprised her: 
It was only last week actually, that I was in town … and there was a mother with her little 
baby about two. She said, ‘Mom look, she has an Orla Kiely bag like you’. So even a two 
year old now knows the brand as well. I just found that hilarious. So we were both roaring 
laughing and kept walking … There was no conversation had. It was just kind of a laugh 




The above comments demonstrate how Orla Kiely’s visual language is easily perceptible. It 
also shows how the participants can connect a visual they have seen in the past to a visual they 
are seeing in the present. Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) claim that an individual’s memory 
for images is much more superior to their memory for words. This is known as the pictorial 
superiority effect and explains why Orla Kiely’s strong aesthetic sticks out in the participants’ 
minds. Making associations between visual stimuli is further evidence of a visually literate 
individual. Figure 7.63 demonstrates how one consumer online shows the visual associations 
she is making between a bottle tree she sees on Route 66 and the Orla Kiely stem.  
 
 
                        
Figure 7.63 The Orla Kiely bottle tree (Source: Pinterest, 2015) 
 
 
In this next extract Niamh demonstrates how she too makes visual associations with certain 
colours and her friend’s personalities.  Here she explains: 
I bought a mug for my friend. It’s red and there is a flower, and the flower is yellow … 
She is a very bubbly personality … I sort of match the mug with the person … If there’s 
someone very quiet and conservative, I would buy one of the demure ones … sort of a 
grey, browny one with a little bit of yellow … I would think of the person and then say, 
‘Oh yes that would suit her’… The same with the scarves … One of my friends would be 
the darker ones. There is another one with purple and brown in Uniqlo and I would put that 
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with one of my friends. She’s just very quiet … She is a lovely, lovely person but I wouldn't 
give the stem. I think it’s just not her personality. She would be a bit more demure. My 
mug is the stem … definitely red or just something bright … I am bright. 
Niamh is passing judgement on her friends in relation to the colours that would suit their 
personalities. She is associating yellow with a bubbly personality and grey and brown with a 
demure disposition.  
 
Further evidence of visual literacy is the individual’s ability to make distinctions between 
visual stimuli (Avgerinou 2007). As seen in the following examples, while the consumers are 
able to recognise the brand’s visual elements, they are also able to distinguish Orla Kiely 
imitations. Rowan, in his interview explained that their customers often let them know when 
someone is trying to copy their designs. He claims that consumers are loyal and extremely 
protective of the brand. Figure 7.64 below shows one example where a consumer exposed 
Kleenex for trying to copy the brand’s stem design. Figure 7.65 then shows a comment attached 
to a picture on Flickriver that further points out Kleenex copying attempt. These examples 
indicate some level of visual literacy as they demonstrate their ability tell the difference 











Figure 7.65 ‘Orla Kiely NOT’ (Source: Flikriver.com, 2009) 
 
 
Visually literate individuals have the ability to discriminate between images that look alike but 
are not alike (Avgerinou 2007). In her interview Molly demonstrates this by recalling a recent 
trip to IKEA. Figure 7.66 shows a photograph taken in IKEA during a period of observation in 
2013 and shows a product that appears to be imitating the Orla Kiely stem design. Molly 
remembers: 
There are a couple of rip offs I have seen. Where was I recently? Ikea … I was there a few 
weeks ago and I stopped and went, ‘Jesus Christ Orla Kiely is in IKEA’ … I went over 
and what caught my eye was the colours and they had that similar kind of leaf shape. So 
they are obviously mimicking her. 
This extract reveals how surprised Molly was at seeing Orla Kiely in IKEA. However, as she 
discloses on closer inspection she realises that it is just a similar design being used by IKEA. 
Molly notes that it was the colour and leaf shape (similar to the stem design) that initially caught 






Figure 7.66 Ikea cushion (Source: Author’s own photograph, 2013) 
 
Here Niamh comments on a similar experience and how at the time she concluded that what 
she saw was not Orla Kiely. She states: 
The only soap I watch, I put my hand up, is Fair City … I don't know what house it was 
but there were these curtains and I said, ‘Is that Orla Kiely?’ Then I said, ‘No it couldn't 
be but it looks very Orla Kiely-ish … The characters, they wouldn't be the type to spend 
loads of money buying Orla Kiely curtains. Let’s be realistic, you know. 
Niamh’s narrative shows how she identifies the disparity between the television programme 
and its use of Orla Kiely. Fair city is an Irish television soap is set in Dublin’s North side, an 
area associated with a working class demographic. Niamh appears to be justifying her 
assumptions based on the premise that the characters in the show would not be the ‘type’ to 
spend money on Orla Kiely. When observing online forums two samples were found of posts 
featuring similar experiences. Figure 7.67 below shows two images from Twitter. The image 
on the left shows a still from the television programme Eastenders and beneath it a comment 
stating ‘how does Stacey afford Orla Kiely wallpaper?’ Then on the right is a still from a 
television show called Narcos. Here the postee comments, ‘unexpected Orla Kiely cameo on 
Narcos.’ In these posts the individuals are highlighting the misuse of the brand’s aesthetic in 
relation to what they would expect from that television programme. A more believable 
television setting for Orla Kiely may be the one featured below in 7.68. This shows the set of 




    
Figure 7.67 Orla Kiely on TV (Source: Twitter, 2015) 
 
    
Figure 7.68 Set of ITV’s This Morning (Source: This Morning, 2013) 
 
 
The purpose of this section was to highlight how consumers are able to recognise visual 
elements and make visual associations between visual stimuli, while discriminating against 
others. In this next section and to conclude this chapter the idea of the visually literate consumer 
is further explored through the idea of the visual expert. Its purpose is to show how consumers 
recognise their visual abilities and often refer to themselves as experts. As Emily claims: 
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I do believe this is true for everybody who treats themselves to a visual product … They 
do want people to go, ‘Aha, she knows stuff about stuff.’ You know that kind of way and 
you do. 
The section also examines critical viewing, another skill of the visually literate individual. The 
reason for this is to examine how the participants interpret images others have created.  
 
7.12 Showing Expertise 
Hoyer and Stokburger-Sauer (2012) explain that consumer expertise describes those consumers 
that are knowledgeable in a particular product domain. As this section demonstrates some of 
the participants would consider themselves to have consumer expertise. However, for some it 
seems that this expertise is relative to their social circle. Amongst her friends Molly is the Orla 
Kiely expert as she explains here: 
My best friend Ann, she has listened to me rave about Orla Kiely for years. So anyway, 
her husband gave her money for her birthday and she said, ‘I think I might get an Orla 
Kiely bag.’ So the two of us got so excited over the phone … She rang me and she goes, 
‘Oh my God I think I’m after seeing the bag’… So I am meeting her tonight … cause I 
said to Ann, ‘I’d like to approve it before you buy it’ … Not that I don't trust her but I 
would consider myself a bit of an expert in Orla Kiely. I think my viewpoint is warranted 
here.  
This extract shows that Molly is eager to share the aesthetic experience with her friend while 
taking charge of her friend’s Orla Kiely purchase. She claims that she is best to guide her in 
the best one to buy. Speaking about the first bag she bought Molly reveals: 
Every time I take it out people say, ‘Oh your bag is amazing where did you get it and I’m 
like its ten years old. It’s Orla Kiely.’ 
In her interview Molly often states the length of time she has been following the brand. It 
seemed to be important to her that she had a bag with a design that was no longer available. As 
McIntosh and Schmeicel (2004) would point out, answering such questions afford Molly the 
opportunity to affirm her identity as an Orla Kiely expert. Lisa too demonstrates her expertise. 
She does so by limiting her use of the brand. She explains: 
I wouldn't want everything … like my husband Paul often looks at the website with me, 
and he likes the stuff as well. He’s like, ‘Get that, get that,’ and I’m like, ‘I don't want 
cushions, and throws, and a lamp shade and everything all in the one room.’ Although I do 
love it, I don't want it to look like an Orla Kiely showroom. It’s just nice dotted around. 
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As Lisa states here sometimes too much of the same visual is not appropriate, that is unless it 
is a retail showroom. She explains that she considers it better just ‘dotted around.’ Lauren too 
asserts that when it comes to Orla Kiely, ‘less is more.’ 
 
 
        
Figure 7.69 Orla Kiely in the market (Source: Author’s own photograph, 2012) 
 
 
During a casual conversation with Emily and Maria, where they were shown the observation 
images seen in Figure 7.69 this critique transpired: 
Well she obviously likes Orla Kiely. [Emily] 
I wouldn't put those three items together. [Maria] 
No not at all. [Emily] 
I’d be more mix and match and put it with something else. [Maria] 
No it’s just all wrong … She just didn't make a good selection and she wore them altogether. 
[Emily] 
Now if she had a normal bag that would probably look normal … Put her in a different 
season with a coat on, her hair back in a bun, she would look well with that bag. [Maria] 
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In fairness she probably really likes the brand … She just got it wrong that day maybe … 
She obviously likes Orla Kiely … She is probably aspirational but just doesn't get it. Like 
… those kind of jeans are just not part of that whole look are they? It’s hard to tell if she 
is someone that has money or not because it could be a case that she wants to look like she 
wears designer … So she is showing that she owns two Orla Kiely bags and clothing, and 
wears them altogether … I think most people would be like, ‘Ok I will wear just one piece. 
I don't need to make a statement to the fact that I am wearing Orla Kiely. I’ve just got it 
cause I like it’… She is not a fashionista and like that t-shirt! That pattern alone is the most 
obvious. She has gone for blatant. So she does want to say something definitely … She is 
just not sure how to say it. [Emily] 
 
In this conversation comments are made that demonstrate Maria and Emily’s critical viewing. 
Here they are evaluating the aesthetic merits of the visual (Curtiss 1987). Firstly Emily states 
that the lady in this photograph ‘obviously likes Orla Kiely.’ This was said in a tone that would 
suggest that she is not saying this with admiration, rather she seemed to be highlighting the 
obviousness of the over use of the Orla Kiely pattern. Maria confirms that she would not put 
the visual together in that way. Again, Emily comments in a definite tone, ‘not at all.’ She goes 
further and proclaims that it is put together all wrong. Maria continues to offer suggestions 
about how the visual could have been improved. Emily’s tone softens then and she begins to 
suggest that maybe she just got it wrong that day. She then affirms that the lady in the 
photograph is not a fashionista as she has gone for the most obvious or ‘blatant’ Orla Kiely 
pattern. While recognising that the lady is trying to articulate something, Emily is not sure what 
that it. She states that she does not know if the lady does either. Here Emily questions her 
legitimacy in using the brand (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). She seems to be highlighting this 
woman’s low level of visual literacy, or even her illiteracy, at least in comparison to herself 
and Maria, as she now explains: 
There are those of us who know how to put it together and mix and match it properly. See 
I would feel a soft spot towards her, looking at her thinking, ‘Ah well she likes it and she 
thinks she is making a social statement’… She probably just can’t get enough of it you 
know … For the most part when you see someone with an Orla Kiely … usually you do 
see them with the plastic bags. They are the ones that you notice that are more blatant, 
because the classier leather ones are less obvious … I mean there are different levels. We’re 
on, you know, a higher level to that, if that makes sense. 
Emily sees herself at a different level to this woman. She asserts that unlike the woman in the 
photograph, she would not wear the laminate bags and only wear the less obvious leather styles. 
Emily is claiming to have consumer expertise and also visual expertise. However, Paul, the 
artist interviewed in this research contends that visual literacy is not necessarily rest on 
expertise but a willingness to participate as he now explains:  
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That ability to be visual and to engage in visual-ness establishes somebody’s coherency as 
an individual, as a person in society … People don’t have the embarrassment of being 
illiterate … I mean participation trumps everything … So you kind of prove your literacy, 
not by actually being literate, but by your willingness to participate.  
Here Paul suggests that participation trumps everything. In this view, consumers’ willingness 
to participate in visual practices proves their visual literacy. Furthermore, just as art is 
subjective so is the individual’s image creation. The image they have constructed may not be 
‘successful’ in other’s eyes, but it may be in theirs. If it is communicating what they wish to 
convey, then that is a success. Furthermore, as Saito (2007, p.37) states negative reactions, ‘no 
matter how unenlightened’ are important aspects of aesthetic life. While consumers critique 
others for the way they construct images. Nevertheless, considering Bourriaud’s (1998, p.41) 
claim that a work of art is successful if it opens a dialogue ‘beyond its mere presence in space’ 
to form an ‘inter-human negotiation’ and discussion, then consumers’ visual statements are 
successful because they open a dialogue of interpretation between themselves and others.  
 
7.13 Conclusion 
This chapter demonstrates how Orla Kiely facilitates the development and deployment of 
visual literacy. It affords consumers to communicate in visual ways and further enables them 
to express themselves visually and to create spaces of aesthetic enjoyment. Brand engagement 
allows them to create and interpret visual images, messages and statements. It also allows them 
to be part of the continued design process. Berger (1972) notably affirms that the way an 
individual perceives the world varies from person to person. Nevertheless, what matters here 
is their willingness to participate in a world that is relying more and more on visual forms of 
communication. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 explored the idea of brand culture from the view of 
the brand and how it employs a design strategy to develop it. This chapter explores the 
consumer as a valuable stakeholder of that development process. As seen here, the more the 
consumer engages with the brand the greater the chance of them relaying their positive 
experiences with it. As stated in Chapter 3, brands become cultural artefacts when they are 
continually used in society. As seen here Orla Kiely is a brand that is being used in the everyday 
by consumers to communicate meaning. With every visual practice, with continued consumer 































































Eventually everything connects – People, ideas, objects. The quality of the connections 
is the key to quality per se. 















CHAPTER 8. DISCUSSION 
 
8.1. Introduction 
This chapter reaffirms the research interest and research questions posed at the beginning of 
this study. The discussion begins with an overview of visual literacy. Following this a 
discussion about brand culture ensues to include a conversation about the brand myth and brand 
story in relation to Orla Kiely. Here the brand’s artful strategy is addressed before reflecting 
on design-as-practice and design-in-practice. The final section considers the visually literate 
consumer and details how the participants in this study deploy visual literacy in the everyday 
using Orla Kiely. 
8.2 Visual Literacy Overview 
Debes (1969b) understands visual literacy as a set of vision competencies that are developed 
through seeing and having other sensory experiences. For Avgerinou (2007) visual literacy 
skills include: knowledge of visual vocabulary and visual conventions, the ability to visualise 
and engage with critical viewing, the ability of visual reasoning, visual discrimination, visual 
thinking and visual association, and the ability to construct and reconstruct meaning. 
Essentially, then, visual literacy is the ability to construct images (that is to write, encode and 
create them) and to understand images (that is to read, decode and interpret them). It is the 
ability to think, learn and express oneself through images (Braden and Hortin 1982). Curtis 
(2004, p.126) states: 
That visuals communicate is a given. The degree to which we as viewers and/or creators 
of visuals are conscious of the qualitative aspects of visuals constitutes the level of our 
visual literacy. That is, using visuals merely in a subordinate, illustrative way, or as a 
vehicle in which information is embedded does not constitute, by itself visual literacy. 
Visual literacy entails a spectrum of capabilities and competencies that enable an 
individual to engage in purposeful selection and/or creation of visuals appropriate to one’s 
communicative and expressive intentions and purpose. 
The word purposeful here is important since Ausburn and Ausburn (1978) contend that visual 
literacy is used for the purpose of intentional communication. Intentional communication 
implies that there is a definite purpose to the message being created. For example, individuals 
communicate visually to affirm their place in society, their association with certain groups or 
communities, to confirm their gender, nationality or religion, to show others what they like or 
dislike or to show others how they feel. They do this by using objects in particular ways, or by 
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using certain brands, by wearing particular clothing or by driving certain cars. This type of 
communication relies on a visual message being created and then interpreted. For this type of 
communication to occur there needs to be a creator and a viewer/interpreter. The success of the 
message is dependent on the viewer’s ability to read and understand the message. Even though 
interpretation is subjective, images still create and open a dialogue between consciousnesses 
(Bourriaurd 1998). Intentional visual communication can also take the form of self-expression 
and can be executed for the purpose of aesthetic enjoyment. Self-expression is less about the 
viewer and more about the individual creating the image. The creation of the image here is a 
means by which the individual can express their thoughts and feelings through visual elements. 
While the individual is still communicating a visible message, the most important aspect of it 
is that it reflects aspects of their persona. Aesthetic enjoyment then is the creation of images 
for the purpose of pleasure; for the joy that is evoked from looking at something the individual 
finds pleasing to their eye. It is the creation of images to satisfy their subjective response to the 
visual. Visual literacy as a research lens allows marketers and consumer researchers to connect 
production and consumption to facilitate a more complete view of the branding process. This 
visual literacy lens enables the researcher to look at how visual literacy is fostered throughout 
an organisation and mobilised through the work of consumers. 
According to Curtiss (2004) individuals with visual literacy are visually sensitive and astute; 
they engage with the visual world. Debes (1969b, p.127) contends they enjoy the ‘masterworks 
of visual communication’. Engagement is essential for visual literacy to develop (Bengtsson 
and Firat 2006). Mere looking is not enough (Schroeder 2002). To refine it, individuals must 
be guided by knowledgeable practitioners (Avgerinou 2009) or at least participate in visual 
practice with some form of guided learning (Avgerinou 2003). According to Curtiss (2004, 
p.126) work should come first; she claims that theory follows practice. In this view visual 
practice develops visual literacy through an iterative process of doing – learning – refining – 
doing – learning – refining – etc. It should be noted that visual literacy occurs on varied levels 
from simplistic to quite sophisticated (Yenawine 1997). Typically, it is professionals (e.g. 
artists, designers, graphic designers) that obtain advanced levels of visual literacy and are 
recognised as being knowledgeable visual communicators. However, as this research initially 
proposes, ordinary individuals without formal training also develop and deploy visual literacy. 
Considering this, two key questions thus framed this research: how do brands facilitate the 
development and deployment of such visual literacy and how do consumers deploy visual 
literacy using brands?  
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8.3 Brand Culture: Myth and Story 
The more brands collide with everyday life the more they become cultural artefacts (Holt 2002). 
Further, brands become naturalised in culture as a result of continually embedding their 
messages into culture through various means (O’Reilly 2005). Iconic brands engage consumers 
with brand myths and brand stories that they can identify with, connect to, and appropriate into 
their lives. According to Holt (2003), myths are stories that individuals depend upon to help 
them understand the world in which they live in. Myths, he argues, are so compelling that 
‘believers feel it must be true’ (2003, p.36). To create a myth brands target cultural tensions in 
society and present an alternative ideology to consumers using recognisable cultural codes. 
This ideological opportunity occurs during periods of social disruption and historical change 
and cultural innovation often transpires (Holt and Cameron 2010). Many brands compete to 
become a ‘better mouse trap’ than their competitors. However, iconic brands are aware that 
consumers desire innovative cultural expressions (Holt and Cameron 2010). Apple’s campaign 
‘think different,’ was a rebellion against conventionality in the 1980s. The brand connected 
with consumers that were looking for an alternative cultural ideology. Nike became iconic for 
its cultural innovation more so than its technological innovations. Its ideology was based on 
the combative solo will power and was communicated in its advertising campaign with the 
slogan ‘just do it’ (Holt and Cameron 2010). As a result other sports brands were left behind 
and Nike became the number one sports brand globally. Di Somma (2014) views brands as 
story makers and not just storytellers. In order for this connection to be achieved brands must 
write a compelling, interesting, believable and authentic brand story, one that leaves a lasting 
impression in the minds of consumers. Adekanmbi (2008) states that the brand story unites 
consumers and the brand in a common purpose, one built on positive experiences with the 
brand and the product or service, as well as an appreciation for the relationship the brand has 
built with them. Jiwa (2014, np) claims that it is about building something consumers want to 
buy into, a culture they want to become a part of and engage with. He argues that it is about 
‘framing your scarcity and dictating your value’. In this view the brand story both embellishes 
the myth and is at the same time a reflection of the brand’s values, ideals, ideas, future vision, 
ethos and purpose (Schultz and Hatch 2006). The story is then continuously performed through 
product design, print ads, corporate policy, retail design, packaging, the service encounter, 





This research demonstrates how Orla Kiely continually dramatises and performs its brand myth 
and story through the visual. This is what makes it stand out in a crowded marketplace. As 
stated above, historical change is important for cultural innovation. In the late 1990s fashion 
and bag design was quite minimalistic with black being a dominant colour among fashion 
designers. Kiely as a cultural leader and artist used cultural development as a palette from 
which to create (Holt 2003). Orla Kiely stood out because of the bright coloured bags it brought 
to the marketplace that seem to have crystalised a tension that was not yet articulated; the need 
for colour in a dull marketplace and the need for optimism in a trying time that was the early 
2000s. According to Rowan, Orla Kiely offered an uplifting and optimistic outlook that people 
responded to. The brand turned bag wearing into a visible statement that reflected the desire 
for a more colourful way to understand the world. In 2008, with another historical change and 
a global recession occurring, the brand offered consumers another ideology. By partnering with 
Target the brand enabled consumers to access beautifully designed objects at a fraction of the 
cost. While the quality of the materials changed the quality of the visual did not. Therefore, the 
brand was not affected and its culture was, in fact, strengthened. By presenting commodities 
as art objects the brand connected with even more consumers. The brand myth and the idea 
that colour can make the world a brighter and more optimistic place, and the notion that simple 
design can inspire a more simple life was embodied in this affordable range of products 
designed for this brand partnership. Schroeder (2002) states that because the world is swarming 
with visual stimuli brands must be resourceful to stand out. The visual language of Orla Kiely 
became a strategic asset for distinction (Cooper et al. 2011), innovation (Johansson and 
Svengren Holm 2006) and the aesthetic expression (Schroeder and Salzer-Morling 2006) of its 
brand myth and brand story.  
Adekanmbi (2008, np) suggests that brand stories must have ‘striking power’ to grab the 
consumer’s attention. He claims it must be memorable and have staying power to give the story 
resonance. Orla Kiely strikes consumers with its aesthetic. It stays in the consumer’s memory 
because it is visually impactful. The brand holds the consumer’s attention by continually 
offering new and innovative versions of the brand story through re-imagined design collections 
and an ever-expanding product line. According to Holt and Cameron (2010), cultural context 
and historical change are paramount to branding and are often ignored. Orla Kiely recognises 
that history is important and that cultural change is an opportunity for cultural innovation. As 
such the brand has become iconic by employing a cultural branding strategy. Orla Kiely’s brand 
story echoes its values, future vision and purpose. The brand values quality design. It openly 
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takes influence from its mythical mid-century design heritage. Its future vision is ‘to fill the 
world with nice things’. Its purpose, as Rowan claims, is to ‘change the world through design’. 
For Orla Kiely history is important and accordingly heritage is important. However, with the 
organisation only twenty years established, it is the founder’s personal history as a child of the 
1960s that is being appropriated into the brand. Therefore, Orla Kiely the organisation has 
mythical yet authentic heritage from that epoch. This period of influence is important to the 
brand story. The aesthetic of design at the time embodies a specific look: a particular 
identifiable muted colour palette, simple design motifs, patterns and shapes. Orla Kiely has 
appropriated this style and reorganised it in a contemporary way. As one of the participants 
states, it is ‘modern retro.’ Consumers that also grew up in this era connect to the visual straight 
away. The visual elements: colour, print and simple graphics that are used in Orla Kiely designs 
evoke nostalgia. The aesthetic connects with these consumers because they remember those 
designs from their childhood. While that epoch was clearly filled with tensions and social 
change it is often remembered quite romantically as a simpler time, a creative time and a 
progressive time. Orla Kiely designs leverage that perception, and therefore, use the visual to 
connect to these consumers. The Orla Kiely brand story promotes creativity, craft, design and 
the optimistic impact of colour. For those who did not live through that era there is still a level 
of understanding of that era and what it stood for creatively. Younger consumers have been 
exposed to the celebrity and design icons of the era due to retro marketing. There is a familiarity 
there that should not be there. This is the result of television shows like Mad Men and brands 
such as Orla Kiely using cultural codes from that time. These codes are leveraged to make 
quick references to the more positive ideologies of that time i.e. positive social change and an 
idealised memory of a simple home life.  
While extant literature identifies how the brand myth and story is performed through product 
and brand communications, it does not detail the importance of visual communication and 
visual literacy in these discussions. Orla Kiely has a myth that connects with consumers, it 
offers an alternative ideology, one that satisfies consumer desires for cultural innovation. It has 
a brand story that is compelling, one that uses familiar cultural codes to quickly connect to its 
target audience. Yet, what Orla Kiely does differently is that it continuously and strategically 
dramatises and performs the myth, and retells the brand story, through the visual and is 
tirelessly articulated through its artful brand strategy. From the data presented, brands can learn 
that performing its branding strategy though the visual can be a highly effective path to building 
a strong brand culture and loyal consumer fan base. With the visual being an emotive force, it 
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brings the aesthetic and the informational (form and content) together to create a more holistic, 
more complete branding strategy. It engages the consumer using a different form of intelligence 
and accomplishment: visual literacy. In this way, brands can communicate with consumers 
more holistically, engaging emotions and cognition. Using visual literacy can also cultivate a 
brand image that suggests sophistication. 
8.4 The Artful Strategy 
The procedures involved in employing an artful branding strategy include: 
1. Be Design-led: This would require putting design at the core of the business and treating 
it as the instigator for progress and innovation. Furthermore, within the organisation, 
aesthetic expertise should be revered, as should visionary thinkers and those with a high 
level of visual literacy.  
2. Have a learning environment: This would require design being inculcated throughout 
the organisation.  
3. Communications: All communications must reflect the organisation’s visual interest. 
As we saw with Orla Kiely this includes all media communications, statements, display 
units, fashion show exhibits, packaging and retail spaces to be carefully considered. 
Verbal communications must reinforce design being at the fore.  
4. Facilitate design in practice: This is where the organisation teaches the consumer about 
visual language (to include the basic visual elements and principles of design), and how 
to use the brand to engage in their own creative activities i.e. interior design, fashion 
design and craft; Orla Kiely design books, look books etc. It should facilitate and 
encourage creativity.  
 
At Orla Kiely the visual is meticulously managed at every consumer touch point. Its retail 
spaces, fashion exhibitions, films, lookbooks, campaigns, marketing communications, media 
press releases, website, brochures and personal interactions are all integrated impeccably, and 
are all ways for Orla Kiely to execute its artful branding strategy. As stated earlier Kiely and 
Rowan present themselves in the media in a manner that adds to the brand story. When 
interviewed Rowan continually praises the artistic abilities of his wife and business partner. 
His language is continually driving home her love of design, his awe for her talent as a designer 
and her ability to use visual language like no one else in the industry. As a managing director 
he is relentless in his promotion of the brand and continually references keywords such as 
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design-led, innovative, quality and beautiful design. Kiely presents herself as a Boho, confident 
in her craft but unassuming; a modest artist and designer whose passion is design, and whose 
purpose in life is to design nice things.  
Orla Kiely employs an artistic approach to branding that has become integral to the 
management of its brand identity and critical in engaging the consumer in a positive manner 
that affects the brand image. Orla Kiely creates memorable aesthetic experiences for the 
consumer by employing traditional methods of art exhibition such as traditional display, 
installation, performance, sculpture and mixed media. In its retail spaces Orla Kiely presents 
consumer objects as if they are art objects and each store has been designed to create a different 
and special visual experience. In Orla Kiely’s retail stores every aspect from the architecture 
to merchandising is reflective of the brand story. Products are of a high quality, the visual 
impact is supreme, mid-century influence is discernable. Its Covent Garden store ‘hits you in 
the face’ with bright bold coloured prints. King’s Road is dark and luxurious. The New York 
store is a doll’s house that invites exploration; it features a refurbished 1960s caravan in the 
store, re-imagined by the artist and set designer James Hatt. The store’s intent is to create a 
relational aesthetic for its visitors. Each one of these stores engages the consumer through the 
visual. Each display is purposefully artistic. Objects are presented as art and displayed for 
aesthetic appreciation; contemplation and admiration is encouraged. When it comes to 
showcasing the brand’s fashion collections London Fashion Week again embodies Orla Kiely’s 
artful brand strategy. Here, the brand story is also communicated through the visual. In this 
exhibition event Orla Kiely often presents a performance that re-imagines well-known mid-
century films such as the 1964 film The Umbrellas of Cherbourg in the AW14 collection, or 
the 1959 film the Best of Everything in the AW13 collection. Furthermore, the short films made 
by the brand embody a look of the 1960s. Films appear to be made with an 8mm camera that 
are synonymous with that time. Advertising campaigns and lookbooks are staged in settings 
one would expect to see in the 1950s, 1960s or 1970s, e.g. old diners, mid-century homes, 
buildings and parks. Props from that era are also used in the styling. Some of the models look 
like 1960s icons.  
Holt (2003) states that in order to build an iconic brand the organisation must have a leader 
with charisma with a populist trusted voice. The founding designer Kiely is that leader in Orla 
Kiely. While the strategic vision of the organisation and the brand identity are both fundamental 
to building brand culture, managing organisational culture and external stakeholders is also 
296 
 
imperative. Again Orla Kiely does this through the visual. By creating a learning organisation 
that guides its employees in visual practices, Orla Kiely has created a strong internal 
organisational culture. At Orla Kiely employees are inculcated in a particular visual language 
and set of design principles. Employees are given responsibility, often beyond their perceptions 
of their own capabilities. The design team that works closely with Kiely learns through design-
as-practice. Staff are continually guided by Kiely as they work, and as a result, their visual 
literacy is continually refined. Even though they must adapt their own personal visual style to 
Kiely’s, the employees see value in their training. They admire Kiely. They are connected to 
the brand values and purpose. As a result they seem personally invested in the brand’s culture 
and appear to be intrinsically motivated to act as co-authors of the brand story (Holt 2002). By 
creating a learning organisation that guides its employees in visual practices, Orla Kiely has 
created a strong internal organisational culture.  
Kiely is a visual leader that inspires consumer to participate in design-in-practice that is to 
continue the design practice in everyday life. Orla Kiely has produced an extensive catalogue 
of objects that become tools consumers can learn from. By using different visual elements in 
its designs that include: the dot and varied use of lines that include horizontal, vertical, straight, 
curved, diagonal lines, cross-hatching; shapes, different colour combinations, different 
intensities, shades and tones as well as different textures, use of space and scale, Orla Kiely 
can indirectly teach consumers about visual language and visual composition. Using differing 
principles of design, such as centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern guides them in creating 
their own images. Furthermore, in the books Pattern, and Home, Kiely provides consumers 
with detailed instruction on how to design their homes and construct outfits and interiors. Here 
Kiely is also inculcating consumers in visual language, composition and design principles. As 
they engage with the brand she is helping them develop their visual literacy. For their part, 
consumers appear confident in creating images under Kiely’s guidance. As they practice, they 
engage with the visual and the more they engage and practice, the more they become invested 
in the brand and its culture. As they continue the design process in their everyday lives they 
become co-authors of the brand story. As such, consumers and particularly the participants that 
were interviewed in this research seem confident to at least experiment with print and colour 
under Kiely’s influence. When it comes to images, the participants reveal how composition 
often takes place in the mind first. This involves imagining and can sometimes be done for the 
purpose of strategic planning or just fun. The participants in this research and other consumers 
297 
 
observed online demonstrate how they carefully choose colours and patterns to reflect their 
moods. These consumers think visually about how and when Orla Kiely should be used. They 
make conscious and sometimes strategic compositions using the brand for the purpose of visual 
communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment.  
8.5 Conclusion 
One of the primary objectives of this study was to better understand the phenomenon of visual 
literacy within the context of everyday consumer culture. We can see that consumers are 
visually literate to a greater or lesser extent. We know that consumers sometimes engage with 
brands for the aesthetic experiences they offer. While we knew that consumers communicate 
using objects, this research has shown that consumers use objects for abstract as well as 
symbolic meaning. We are now aware that consumers think visually, perceive visually, learn 
visually and communicate visually. We know that consumers deploy visual literacy for the 
purpose of intentional communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. We can 
recognise consumers as having numerous visual literacy skills. Consumers understand visual 
language and visual convention. They are aware of how certain textures, patterns and styles 
should or should not go together to as they compose images. As seen in this study, consumers 
continually demonstrate their ability to use visual techniques to create images, i.e. stage and 
compose images for effect, how they crop and apply filters to accentuate the objects qualities. 
These consumers are, as Hempil (2014) asserts, using images as visual shorthand to make quick 
statements about their everyday life. As realised in this research having visual literacy enables 
consumers to be more effective in such communicative statements (Dondis 1973).  
While Bloch (1995) underlines that product aesthetics entice consumers into engagement, this 
research has found that product aesthetics also encourage consumers to engage in visual 
practices. Thus, we can now see the importance of leveraging the visual for the purpose of 
building brand culture. Employing an artful strategy and managing the strategic vision, brand 
identity, organisational culture and the stakeholder image through the visual allows the brand 
to be consistent in relaying its brand story. This research demonstrates how important the visual 
is when trying to connect with consumers on an emotional and personal level. As this study 
demonstrates the visual for some consumers evokes nostalgia, for others is ignites a brighter 
outlook and for some it has therapeutic value and makes them feel better.  
This research identifies how brands facilitate visual literacy development and deployment. 
Keane (2006) avows that the subject/object relationship can be understood by exploring how 
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objects are used. He explains that as objects are things to be felt, touched and worked upon, 
their material qualities then are influential aspects of these encounters. Not only that but Ingold 
(cited in Basu 2013) affirms that individuals who have repeated engagement with objects can 
learn from them. This, he asserts, is not from instruction or observations but through repeated 
practices and working with the materials. Considering this view it can be stated that brand 
culture facilitates visual literacy development as it is through the consumer’s repeated 
engagement with objects that they can learn. As this research demonstrates, consumers, like art 
students, engage with the visual world through the construction and interpretation of images. 
As a result they develop and deploy visual literacy. While consumers’ efforts are mostly self-
driven, this research argues that their visual practice is facilitated and often indirectly guided 
by brands. Scott (1994) suggests that our social environment teaches us what to look at and 
how to look. This research demonstrates that a learning social environment teaches us how to 























































The best way to finish a painting is to start a new one.  


















This chapter completes this research by presenting a summary of the research findings, 
affirming its contribution to knowledge, outlining the implications for theory and practice. 
Finally, the chapter delineates some areas for future research. 
9.2 Research Purpose 
To restate, the primary interest of this research is visual literacy; that is visual literacy in 
everyday life. This research is situated within consumer research, and as such the individuals 
being investigated are consumers and the context for this study is consumer culture. The aim 
here was to gain insight into the consumer experience and to highlight how consumers engage 
with the visual world. As such, this research set out to understand how visual literacy is 
developed and deployed by ordinary individuals and not those in formalised institutions. To 
begin this investigation a broad question was initially posed. That is, are consumers visually 
literate? This lead to further questions like: What does it matter if they are? If they are, what 
role do brands play in the phenomenon? Having considering those preliminary questions the 
investigation that followed was guided by two key questions: 
 How do brands facilitate the development and deployment of visual literacy?  
 How do consumers deploy visual literacy using brands?  
 
From a theoretical point of view, the aim of this study has been to highlight the importance of 
visual literacy as a lens for consumer research; to show that there are clearly concepts and 
theories within the field of visual literacy that should be of concern to consumer researchers. 
In assessing the importance of the visual in the lives of consumers the objectives were to 
examine how consumers think and perceive visually, to understand how and why consumers 
construct images and to investigate their understanding of visual language and visual 
conventions. Concomitantly, and situated as it is against the backdrop of consumer culture, the 




9.3 Research Summary 
This study began with a review of extant literature in the field of visual literacy. From this 
review visual literacy was identified as the ability to construct and interpret images and the 
ability to use images for the purpose of intentional communication, self-expression and 
aesthetic enjoyment. Having examined extant literature in the field of visual literacy, it was 
established that visual communication, visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning and 
visual language are the key components of visual literacy. As the research evolved concepts 
were refined and, with a context needed to frame the research, the Orla Kiely brand was chosen.  
Existential phenomenological interviews led the data collection as the primary method here, 
preferred for its ability to provide deep insight into the lived experience of the participants. At 
the beginning, semi-structured interviews were also used as a support method while research 
and interview skills were being developed. They were also used for the more structured 
interviews at the Orla Kiely organisation.  
Orla Kiely employs a cultural branding strategy. For this organisation, history (the mythical 
heritage appropriated from its founder and mid-century design) is extremely important. The 
brand myth was identified and noted as visually presenting and reaffirming its cultural ideology. 
The founder, Kiely, the managing director Rowan and their employees, continually articulate 
the brand’s compelling brand story through its artful branding strategy – that is to design 
commodities as if they were art objects and present them as such. Orla Kiely was depicted as a 
learning organisation and the development of employees’ visual literacy was charted. The 
design process was then detailed, followed by examples of the design outcomes. These 
examples were used to demonstrate how Orla Kiely provides consumers with an extensive 
range of objects they can learn from as they engage with the brand in visual practices. This 
discussion confirmed how Orla Kiely designs function as a foundation for visual literacy 
development and deployment. Having established how brands facilitates visual literacy and 
how brands like Orla Kiely engage the consumer through the visual, a discussion ensued that 
examined how consumers engage with the brand through visual practices. The purpose here 
was to understand how the participants engage with the visual aspects of brands in their 
everyday lives. This discussion demonstrated how consumers construct and interpret images 
for the purpose of visual communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. It showed 
how consumers deploy visual literacy during such activities. The next section explains the main 
conclusions of this study. 
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9.4 Key Findings 
Brands facilitate visual literacy development and deployment. They facilitate literacy 
development by creating aesthetic experiences for consumers to engage with and by providing 
consumers with sophisticated tools they can use to practice creating images. In providing 
consumers with a visually interesting catalogue, brands that are led by design and the aesthetic 
qualities of objects help consumers develop visual literacy by providing them with tools that 
educate them on visual language. Design here has the potential to expose consumers to visual 
elements such as: the dot, the line, texture, direction, scale, shape, form and space and design 
techniques that include: the centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern. This helps develop 
consumers’ knowledge of visual language and visual conventions. Furthermore, by engaging 
consumers in this way brands encourage consumers to use these objects in the construction of 
images in their everyday lives. The more individuals engage with the visual world the more 
likely it is that they will develop visual literacy. Therefore, brands that captivate the consumer 
visually and entice them into visual practices can assist in the refinement of visual literacy. 
Visual literacy is all about participation and engagement.  
An artful brand strategy brings an aura of luxury and high culture to brands. By engaging 
consumers through the visual, brands that employ an artful strategy manage consumer 
perception. Further, it motivates consumers to engage with the visual world. Employing an 
artful strategy at every consumer touch point assists brands in maintaining a desirable brand 
image and consistent brand story. An artful strategy enables brands to trade at various price 
points without damaging the brand identity. When objects are designed to accentuate their 
visual qualities, commodities can be perceived as art objects. Further, displaying these 
commodities as such engages the consumer into contemplation of their aesthetic qualities. In 
employing this strategy, retail spaces, merchandising displays, exhibitions and live 
performances become significant in the consumption experience. When brands are 
fundamentally concerned with visual representation in this artistic manner they can create 
consumer experiences that continues long after the engagement in that moment. An artful 
strategy helps brand build strong emotional connections to followers that are intrigued by the 
visual and how it makes them feel. 
Having concluded this research it seems fair to state that consumers are visually literate (albeit 
at differencing levels) and that consumer society stimulates visual engagement. However, it 
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also identified a caveat. While some consumers are clearly interested in the visual world, and 
as such have the potential to develop their visual literacy through their engagement with it, 
others are completely disinterested. Therefore, their levels of visual literacy are likely to stay 
stunted. While it is possible that consumers that engage with brands can refine their visual 
literacy this research does not imply or suggest that every consumer that engages with brands 
will develop visual literacy to the same level. A more accurate statement would be that some 
brands provide a highly refined foundation for visual literacy to be developed. That is only for 
those consumers who are interested in engaging with the brand’s culture and the objects they 
have designed. The more consumers engage with the visual world the greater the potential for 
visual learning and the refinement of these skills. Consumers deploy visual literacy for the 
purpose of visual communication, self-expression and aesthetic enjoyment. Visual 
communication here is concerned with the visible statements consumers make to communicate 
with one another. The purpose is to relay important information about themselves through their 
use of visual language. Some consumers use brands that embody symbolic meaning to 
communicate, as these symbols quickly relay information about the individual’s social interests, 
status or identity. When it comes to self-expression consumers use visual language to express 
themselves. This is often done for innate satisfaction rather than social gratification. Self-
expression is about making a statement about who you are. Consumers may be expressive by 
using certain brands or by purposefully avoiding them. Self-expression though often lends itself 
to the use of abstract visual elements for the purpose of visual communication. For example, 
bright colours, fun textures, crazy pattern combinations, pink hair etc. There is an endless array 
of visual statements that can be made using abstract meaning to convey aspects of one’s 
personality or to communicate feelings. Aesthetic enjoyment is the use of images for one’s own 
enjoyment. It is the pleasure to be gotten from looking. This would often take the form of 
stylising the home. Consumers carefully select material objects to compose a beautiful aesthetic, 
one they enjoy experiencing. Objects here are used in display for their aesthetic qualities.  
Consumers are concerned with both the symbolic and abstract qualities of visual language. 
They have a range of visual abilities that include: visualisation, visual reasoning, visual 
thinking, knowledge of visual vocabulary, and knowledge of visual conventions. They have 
the ability to re-construct and construct meaning. They engage in critical viewing and can 
recognise and distinguish visual stimuli as well as interpret images for meaning. Curtiss (1987) 
claims that visually literate individuals must be able to express themselves visually in one 
discipline. In a consumer culture a major arena for visual expression is consumption. The 
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consumption experience involves visual perception, visual thinking, visual learning, and the 
use of visual language for the purpose of visual communication.  
While the findings of this research shed light on the consumer as a visual communicator and 
visual participant, there is clearly more to be uncovered about the visual literacy in consumer 
culture. 
9.5 Contribution to Knowledge 
This research extends the conversation on brand culture from the perspective of the 
organisation and consumer. Thus, it contributes to the development of a theory to artful 
branding. It clearly demonstrates how artful branding in creative businesses allows brand 
owners to distinguish themselves from other sorts of luxury brands. This study illustrates the 
elements involved in developing an artful brand.  
This research contributes to theory development by presenting a theory of artful branding. This 
theory demonstrates how creative brands can distinguish themselves from other sorts of luxury 
brands. While extant literature has engaged with the artist as brand, this research progresses 
this earlier work within the same market by bringing together production and consumption in 
a more complete overview of the branding process. 
This study shows the importance of employing an artful strategy to engage consumers through 
the visual. It further shows the importance of the visual for the performance of the brand myth 
and story. This research demonstrates the importance of having an artful strategy central in a 
cultural branding strategy. Brands that employ a cultural strategy must be concerned with 
continuously managing the brand identity, strategic vision, internal and external stakeholders. 
Brand communications must be consistent and have a storyline that runs through all consumer 
touch points. Brands that employ an artful strategy ensure that all communications reinforce 
the perception of high commodity at every opportunity. This enables the brand to broaden its 
consumer reach across various market categories without damaging its brand image. It further 
helps them to build brand culture and create experiences that consumers engage with and talk 
about. 
This research makes a valued contribution to our understanding of the importance of having a 
learning environment within an organisation so as to help manage the internal stakeholder 
image. By inculcating employees brands can engage them and help them to be more satisfied 
in their work. Having an innovative leader willing to share his or her knowledge is vital for 
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such an environment to thrive. While it was recognised that it is difficult for employees to 
imitate an already established visual style, and to withhold their own, nonetheless, it can be 
viewed as a visual apprenticeship. Through guided learning and practice, employees can mirror 
the mandatory style, so as to refine their visual literacy, and become more skillful in the 
conceptualisation of images and visual composition. Brands that assist employees in 
developing visual literacy create a learning culture, which inadvertently helps the organisation 
to manage its internal culture. This is an essential component of maintaining and building brand 
culture. Such personal development motivates the employees and as a result they become 
intrinsically motivated to remain at the organisation. Further, become invested in its success. 
This research shows the consumer’s role should be also considered in the execution of this 
strategy. Brands that unite consumers in a common purpose become iconic. This research 
shows that by facilitating visual practices brands and consumers are united in the creation of 
images, in design-in-practice. This shows that brands that connect with consumers through the 
visual retain a strong emotional attachment to them. As Orla Kiely demonstrates, engaging 
consumers’ artistic sensibilities can develop a strong brand culture. Brands that support 
consumers’ creative side, no matter how small, will gain competitive advantage to brands that 
enforce strict structures on consumption and display. 
This research contributes to the understanding of how consumers’ develop and deploy visual 
literacy through brand consumption. It adds to extant literature within the field of consumer 
research that takes an interest in the meaning of images. The long-standing conversation within 
consumer research is that consumers purposively communicate meaning, using brands in 
symbolic consumption (Wattanasuwan 2005). This research adds to this conversation by 
engaging with some of Holbrook and Hirschman’s (1982) research suggestions, that is; to 
explore the role of product aesthetics in the consumption experience, the multi-sensory aspects 
of product enjoyment, the syntactic dimensions of consumption, product-related fantasies 
(visual thinking) and play, enjoyment and fun in consumption. This research provides an 
addendum to their discussion by confirming that communication is not always strategic; 
consumers can use consumption for ludic reasons and for pleasure and enjoyment. This 
research points out that consumers like to participate in visual engagement and practices for 
aesthetic enjoyment as well as to represent themselves in society. In using a visual literacy lens 
to examine some of these areas, this research offers researchers an understanding of visual 
language and how consumers consider it in their everyday lives. While much of consumer 
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research concerns itself with symbolic meaning, this research adds to that conversation and 
shows how important abstract meaning is also considered. It shows that the brand aesthetic is 
often used to convey feelings and emotions and not just status.  
While consumers are recognised as having advertising literacy (Scott 1994; Ritson and Elliott 
1995; O’Donohoe and Tynan 1998), brand literacy (Bengtsson and Firat 2006; Schroeder 2014) 
and media literacy (Schrum et al. 2005) they are not often acknowledged for having their visual 
literacy. This research shows that consumers can possess visual literacy. In extant research 
consumers are given credit for their ability to ‘read’ brands under the term brand recognition. 
However, brand literacy is just one aspect of visual literacy. While consumers are recognised 
as having the ability to understand the symbolic meaning attached to symbols and iconic figures, 
this research suggests that consumers understand abstract meaning also. While extant literature 
affirms that consumers are communicators (Gabriel and Lang 2006), this research identifies 
them as knowledgeable visual communicators. It is widely acknowledged that consumers make 
visible statements using objects (Douglas and Isherwood 1979). This research enhances this 
understanding by showing that consumers deploy visual literacy to carefully construct these 
statements. When artists or designers create images they typically conceptualise the image 
composition before they begin its creation. As the data in this research underlines, consumers 
engage in a similar process. In consumer research this conceptualising has been linked to the 
pre-consumption experience where consumers imagine and dream about objects they wish to 
possess, use or experience (Arnould et al. 2002). What visual literacy theory adds to this idea 
is that consumers visualise more intently with objects they already have. The imagining is used 
for the construction of images that are used as visual statements that communicate meaning 
through the visual. 
9.6 Research Implications 
This study has implications for how we do research. It has been suggested here that a form 
approach is valuable when employing a visual literacy lens to study consumer culture and 
consumer behaviour. This approach values visual language and, specifically, considers abstract 
language. As such, when using the form approach consideration is given to elements of design 
to include: the dot, the line, shape, colour, texture, form, space and scale. And the principles of 
design to include: creating a centre of interest/emphasis/dominance, balance/harmony/unity, 
contrast/variety, directional movement and rhythm/repetition/pattern. It also considers 
composition and how these elements are put together. It investigates and values the emotional 
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effects of visual language also, valuing people’s ability to read and write with this abstract 
language. This research provides a language and a methodology for studying other brands and 
presents a distinctive ontological perspective. 
The theoretical implications of this research, first and foremost, are that there is a lot more 
visual research needed in the area of consumer research, marketing and business studies. As 
Kennedy (2013) claims we are in the middle of a visual revolution. As shown in this research, 
Orla Kiely appears to have tapped into a creative unrest and are facilitating creative expression. 
The brand seems to have connected with the ordinary consumer who wants to be creative even 
though they are not in creative professions. An important outcome of this research then from 
the organisations perspective is that consumers are engaged through the visual, and therefore 
emotionally connected to the brand. By encouraging consumers to engage with the brand 
through the visual, brands can build a loyal fan base that are intrinsically motivated to retell the 
brand story. Thus, practically, brand managers need to further consider how consumers co-
create brands, and further contribute to brand meaning (Rodner and Kerrigan 2014). 
Consumers must be acknowledged for the ways they communicate and for what purpose. While 
current branding strategies are being implemented to connect with the rational, emotional or 
experiential consumer, this research has shown that creative consumers must also be considered 
as visual thinkers with an appreciation for the visual. Consumers must be acknowledged for 
their visual knowledge and their ability to create and interpret images. 
9.7 Recommendations for Future Research 
As this study evolved there were a number of areas that became of keen interest. However, 
each had the potential to be distracting to the primary objectives here. Nevertheless, they were 
noted and are now suggested as recommended areas for future research.  
9.7.1 The development of visual literacy 
While initially the intention in this research was to gain an in-depth understanding of both 
visual literacy development and deployment, this was not possible, as the participants did not 
actually speak about experiences that would provide deep insight into its development. 
Therefore, it is suggested here that a study that focuses on the development of visual literacy 
would be worthwhile. Further, rather than depending on the participants to recall its 
development, it is suggested here that this could be carried out through a longitudinal 
ethnographic study. During such an undertaking, the researcher would observe consumers in 
their everyday lives and study how they construct images and for what purposes. Levels of 
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visual engagement would be noted; the materials used would be recorded and evidence of 
improved compositions would be documented so as to gage whether their visual literacy is 
being developed through consumption. 
9.7.2 Design-in-Practice  
Design-in-practice refers to how the design process is continued after the object leaves the 
design studio. This concept was briefly mentioned later in this study when discussing how 
consumers use Orla Kiely as they participate in self-expressive activities. Design-in-practice is 
not a well-researched concept, therefore, it would be worth exploring further particularly within 
consumer research and is suggested here as an area for further investigation. 
9.7.3 The Artful Strategy  
Orla Kiely is a brand with a unique visual language and aesthetic that has been created by Kiely 
and her design team. Its artistic approach to branding has been discussed for how it has helped 
the brand retain credibility in the marketplace while expanding its brand culture. This artful 
strategy is worth further exploring in relation to other design-led brands. While there is some 
research on the role of art in retail spaces, more research is needed to explore how brands can 
leverage from taking an artistic approach to brand management. 
9.7.4 Visual Language  
Visual language is recognised as important in disciplines that practice the creation of images. 
While marketers and consumer researchers may not create images they do need to understand 
them and therefore, they need to understand visual language. Thus, future research could 
explore visual language further for its role in how consumers communicate, to include both 
symbolic and abstract language. Further exploring how consumers use visual language to evoke 
emotional responses. 
9.8 Conclusion 
David Chappelle, a well-known visual artist states:  
I believe in a visual language that should be as strong as the written word. 
As a visual artist I can appreciate his sentiment. Understandable perhaps, seeing as my 
appreciation for the visual is innate and something that has been extensively nurtured through 
education and practice. As an academic in this research I have tried to present this romantic 
aspiration as a practical concern. Visual communication is ever present, everywhere and ever 
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changing. As scholars in the field of marketing and consumer research we should be 
knowledgeable in all aspects of visual communication to include, visual language, visual 
literacy, visual meaning (both symbolic and abstract), visual learning, visual perception and 
visual thinking. Understanding the visual will ensure that we as scholars are ready for battle 






















































That’s all there is, there isn’t anymore. 
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